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We don’t feel fear. And we 
absolutely will not stop. Ever 


In the early 1980s, owners of Sinclair’s ZX81 microcomputer had the 
opportunity to expand the machine’s memory to a horizons-shattering 16K. 
Unfortunately, plugging in the RAM pack sometimes resulted in the hardware 
overheating and shutting down. One solution involved placing a refrigerated 
carton of milk on top of the computer, cooling everything down to allow the 
taut, dinosaur-evading action of 3D Monster Maze to commence once more. 
A carton of milk. On top of your computer. To play a game. 

In the 1990s, UK-based owners of Nintendo's SNES hardware were given 
a proper treat, though, by having to wait six months for the hottest games 
from the US and Japan to appear on domestic shop shelves, and then getting 
the opportunity to play them at a speed reduction of 17 per cent and with fat 
black borders taunting them from across the top and bottom of their screens. 

Then, in 2001, the entire world was blessed with the arrival of Nintendo’s 
Game Boy Advance, a take-anywhere device whose screen was all but 
useless in any situation other than under the direct glare of an electric lamp. 

Thank goodness we've travelled so far since those crazy days, right? 

Except summer game droughts still exist. But at least we can keep ourselves 
diverted with some graphics card driver issues. Or a tide of online abuse 
over Xbox Live. Some DLC nonsense, perhaps. DRM frustration. Exploitative 
microtransactions. Lame free-to-play monetisation schemes. On it goes. 

Seriously, just how awesome must videogames be that we put up with such 
а steamingly relentless stream of utter bullshit? Perhaps this is why we can 
overcome anything Hidetaka Miyazaki throws at us. It’s in our blood now. 

It's what helps us get over our frustrations with Destiny. Its loot-drop system 
may be stingy. Its story may feel undercooked and overtold. And, when you 
get down to it, there’s not an incredible amount of things to do in the game. 
But still we keep coming back, every day. What is its magic? And how, in 
The Taken King, is Bungie addressing players’ gripes? Our biggest cover 
story of the year takes us on a far-reaching search for answers. 
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The huge Xbox booth 
was one of the biggest at 
Gamescom, but Microsoft 
was just one of over 800 
firms - a new record – to 
make the trip to Cologne 
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с Getting One over 


мн had пе Ке to battle at Gamescom, апа-изеа 
the expo to put Windows back at the heart of gaming 


Е S: Microsoft's E3 made more 
: H sense. Xbox head;Phil Spencer had 
made it perfectly clear that his division 
would be devoting its stage time in LA 
to games that were coming out this 
year, and even named a few that were 
being held back for Gamescom. But 
while the E3 part of the plan didn't fully 
come off – a solid but unremarkable 
showing by the standards of Sony's 
rampant wish fulfilment — it is now clear 
that Spencer and team were playing 
the long game. At August's Gamescom, 
Microsoft showed that it has 2016 all 
sewn up, foo it's just it also has so 
many games out in 2015, and so much 
else going on, that one 90-minute show 
isn't nearly enough for them all. 

Given that the timings of E3 and 

Gamescom brought them closer 





"а • 
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together than usual, there was a certain 
logic behind Sony's decision to stay 
away from Cologne, opting instead for 
a press conference at Paris Games 
Week in October. Yet Sony's absence 
left Microsoft free, for once, to set the 
narrative. The story Spencer and 
company spun, however, is its most 
confident and attractive in years: Xbox 
One has so many games out this year 
and next that its developers need three 
hours of stage time on two continents to 
fit them alljin Meanwhile, the runaway 
market leader seemingly needs a few 
more months to pull fogether a lineup 
of CG trailers and other people's 
Kickstarters for games not due until 
2017 or beyond. 

The three games Spencer had 
singled out for special attention ahead 







of the show came right at the start, 

and each ticked a different box on the 
Microsoft to-do list. Scalebound, the 
Platinum-made exclusive announced 

at E3 last year, is a vital part of the 
company's effort to prove Xbox is about 
more than just guns, cars and sports 
games made by the west, for the west. 
It’s unfamiliar. ground for Platinum, if not 
director Hideki Kamiya, a move from 
linear levels to an open world, complex 
combat to simple combos, and from 
action game to RPG. Kamiya would 
spend the following few days of behind- 
closed-doors sessions wrinkling his nose 
at people questioning his RPG chops as 
if Okami had never existed, but there 
are other, more pressing concerns. 

First, can Platinum maintain its lofty 
standards when working in such an > 
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ID PARADE 

Some two years after 
ID@Xbox was unveiled 
on a Cologne stage, 
Microsoft's indie 
initiative is in rude 
health. Just as it did 
at E3, Microsoft gave 
stage time to the 
creators of the main 
indie attractions, 
though there was 
more glamour to 
proceedings this time. 
Castlevania: Symphony 
Of The Night creator 
Koji Igarashi appeared, 
whip in hand, to talk 
about his Kickstarter 
success Bloodchained: 
Festival Of The Night. 
Then came Ron 
Gilbert, the LucasArts 
legend announcing 
that his next game, 
Thimbleweed Park, 
was headed to Xbox 
One. Big names aside, 
more than 100 IDG 
Xbox games are 
scheduled for release 
in the next 12 months, 
and all are headed to 
Windows 10 devices 
as well as Xbox One. 





unfamiliar space? And is it too late to 
redesign a protagonist whose creators 
seemingly took Ninja Theory's Dante as 
a jumping-off point, then whacked the 
douchebag slider up to maximum? 

Also shown off was Quantum Break, 
the time-bending Remedy shooter put 
gently to one side while Microsoft hoped 
everyone would forget about that whole 
TV business. Its live-action component has 
a little more stardust about it now that 
Iceman, Litlefinger and Meriadoc 
Brandybuck are on board, but good TV 
needs an awful lot more than a cast. The 
game itself, however, is in fine shape, 
another technical showcase from the 
studio behind Alan Wake. If you're after 
a thirdperson shooter starring a man with 
special powers, there are few studios 
better suited to it than Remedy. 


Then there was Crackdown 3, the 
highlight of Microsoft's show апа, for 
many, Gamescom as a whole. If you'd 
forgotten about Xbox One's TV ambitions, 
you'd almost certainly have forgotten 
about cloud computing, touted so loudly 
in the run-up to the console's launch and 
all but unheard of since. Yet here it was, 
powering a fully destructible open-world 
city using up to 20 times the processing 
grunt of a single Xbox One. Р545 
performance advantage melted away as 
Xbox One suddenly transformed into the 
most powertul console in existence. || 
may have drawn fire for also serving as a 


stealthy reintroduction of Microsoft's plan 
for an always-online future – playing 
without an Internet connection means a 
different city and drastically scaled-back 
destruction — but when it looks as good 
as this, who cares? 

What Crackdown 3 really showed 
us, apart from an eye-popping domino 
rally of falling, flaming skyscrapers, was 
that Microsoft hadn't thrown out the less 
palatable elements of its vision for Xbox 
One wholesale. Instead, 
it was reworking those 
ideas in ways that are 
exciting to players, thinking 
of those in the living room 
before those in the 
boardroom. And that 
shows the extent to which 
the company — not just 
within Spencer's Xbox 
division, but on a much 
wider scale since Satya Nadella moved 
into ће CEO's corner office – has 
changed the way it thinks about its 
business, and its customers. 

Take the backwards compatibility 
feature, announced at E3 and confirmed 
here to launch in November with over 
100 supported games. It was always a 
customer-focused initiative and is even 
more so now, with Microsoft's Mike 
Ybarra revealing that all future 360 titles 
offered through the Games With Gold 
scheme will be playable on Xbox One at 
launch. That means Xbox One owners get 


Microsoft hadn’t 
thrown out the 
less palatable 
elements of its 
vision for Xbox 
One wholesale 





CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT Champion turntablist DJ 
Eskei83 works the crowd during Gamescom 

City Festival; Xbox head Phil Spencer, in his now- 
trademark promo T-shirt; Microsoft's Jasmine 
Lawrence details Windows 10 on PC and Xbox One 


our free games per month, bringing Xbox 
Live's value proposition more closely іп 
ine with that of PlayStation Plus. Perhaps 
even beating it, since Sony's six monthly 
reebies are spread across the full span of 
PS3, PS4 and Vita. 

Windows 10, which launched for PC 
ast month and is heading to Xbox One 
ater in the year, further reflects the new 
Microsoft way. What was once one of 
he company's most reliable revenue 
streams is now free to 
existing Windows users, 
and much of the operating 
system's new gaming 
features, such as video 
capture and screenshots, 
will also be free. Firstparty 
Xbox One releases that are 
also destined for PC – 
Killer Instinct, Sea Of 
Thieves, Fable legends et 
al - will be cross-buy, with any DLC or 
in-game items bought оп one system 
carrying over to the other. They'll also 








support crossplatform multiplayer and 
save files. Microsoft calls its new PC OS 
the best version of Windows it's ever 
made for gaming, and while it's a little 
early to make a call on that, it's off to a 
fine start, and it's already clearly ahead 
of the unbeloved Windows 8. 

It's not one-way traffic for the PC 
crowd, either. DirectX 12 promises а 
significant power boost to both PC and 
console players, while a behind-closed- 


Microsoft used its stage 
show to announce its 
belated.move into eSports 
) with the Halo Worlds — 
| Championship, promising 
a million-dollar prize Peon 3 


doors presentation of Windows 10 on 
Xbox One showed a substantial, and 
much-needed, improvement over the 
consoles current Metro Ul. Monthly 
dashboard updates have improved things 
considerably since launch, but there is 
only so much Microsoft can do from such 
а weak starting point. With Windows 10 
comes the opportunity for a fresh start. 


So it proves. Many of the changes 
focus оп decluttering, with special 
attention paid to speeding up what 
should be the already simple process of 
navigating menus. The tile system has 
been replaced with a simple menu across 
the top of the screen — which includes 
destinations such as Home, Community 
and Games – into which you can delve 
deeper by scrolling down. Many of the 
subsections curate activity and 
suggestions from your friends, plus 
trending items, while tapping left on 
the D-Pad (or double tapping the Xbox 
button while in-game} instantly brings up 
your friends list, notifications, messages, 
quick settings and parties, among other 
options. 1/5 not exactly 360% Blades Ul, 
but it's a far simpler, more readable 
system than Metro, the natural result of 
building something to meet a user's daily 
needs rather than the demands of a 
corporate design brief. 

As a display of what Spencer calls 
"pulling the gamer at the centre of 
everylhing we do", Gamescom was 


almost perfect, though not without a few 
black spots. While a Capture The Flag 
match between top-level players made for 
a much better showcase for Halo 5 than 
the corridor shooter shown on Microsoft's 
E3 stage, we could have done without 
the live commentary, as two oiks more 
accustomed to PC headsets than РА 
systems demonstrated precisely why it's 
called 'shoutcasting'. Elsewhere, an 
apparent problem with the speed of the 
teleprompter meant almost every speaker 
fluffed their lines and gave the impression 
that happy hour had started early in 
the green room. And while Team 17's 
metamorphosis into an indie publisher has 
done wonders for Xbox One's lineup – 
with two games launched on the day of 
the show — a trailer for a new Worms has 
no place in a platform holder's stage 
presentation in the year 2015. 

Yet the overall impression was very 
much that of a company that has built 
its business plan around the wants and 
needs of its players - an approach that 
not only makes a lot of practical sense for 
Microsoft, but chimes well with the spirit 
of Gamescom itself. While plenty of 
business is done here, it's fundamentally 
a consumer show; the swell of people 
rushing through the doors on the first 
public day of the conference is quite 
something, and the usual bladder- 
capacity-testing queues stretched around 
the giant publisher booths that dominate 
each hall. And this year, the event filled 





the entire Koelnmesse, increasing its 
floor space by almost 20 per cent to 
193,000 square metres - more than 
twice the size of E3. But any breathing 
room gained from the larger floor plan 
was eroded by an increase in footfall, 
with 345,000 people passing through 
the main doors over the course of five 
days. A further 150,000 took part in the 
Gamescom City Festival, a week-long 
series of beach parties, gigs and street 
markets as the event spread out from 
Koelnmesse across the city of Cologne. 

Gamescoms focus on the people 
who play games, instead of those who 
make, report on or sell them, changes the 
character of the show, filling its halls with 
enthusiastic fans relishing the chance to 
sample hotly anticipated software. 
Perhaps some will even discover titles 
they weren't aware of, since all that 
extra floor space means a chance at the 
limelight for companies that can't stump 
up for a cavernous E3 booth. With the 
suits - and members of the press on tight 
deadlines - able to do their work in the 
relative calm of a dedicated business 
section, Gamescom feels at times like 
two conferences running alongside each 
other. Last year, Microsoft and Sony 
traded blows but we declared the player 
the winner. 2015 will be remembered 
as the year that Microsoft's biggest rival 
gave it an open goal in front of a crowd 
of almost half a million people, and it 
practically burst the net. ll 





SEGMENT FREUND 
New to 
this year 
Family & Friends hall, 
offering an escape 
rom the sweaty 
throngs in the main 
halls, a haven with 
ower volume levels, 
lounges and, heavens 
above, carpeted floors. 
As well as offering 
hands-on time with 
the family-friendly 
ikes of Just Dance 
2016 and Lego 
Dimensions, the hall 
delivered a history 
esson, with an 

ex ive lineup 

of vintage games and 
systems. Those seeking 
something more active 
could play Headi: ping- 
pong played with an 
ball and using 





























у your head. А 
request for next year, 
if we may: dark, 


soundproofed, air- 
conditioned rooms 
with power outlets 
to be used by one 
journalist at a time. 
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hen Ashton Kutcher and Michael 

Fassbender were asked to pretend 
to be Steve Jobs (for 2013's Jobs and 
Danny Boyle’s forthcoming Steve Jobs 
movie respectively), they had hours’ worth 
of video available to study thanks to the 
Apple co-founder’s willingness to take 
centre stage. Daniel Radcliffe had no such 
riches to mine. Cast as Rockstar Games’ 
publicity-shunning president Sam Houser 
for the forthcoming TV movie Game 
Changer, the actor had to simply read 
everything he could get his hands on. 
He started from the beginning. 

“Normally when | go 


stures 


adcliffe enters the world of СТА 
BBC's forthcoming Game Changer 


himself and pushing himself. He seems 

like somebody who’s not really satisfied 
unless he’s onto the next big thing. And 
that's something | definitely relate to." 


Focused on the Grand Theft Auto 
series’ rise to prominence, alongside 
the efforts of activist Jack Thompson 
(played by Bill Paxton) in attacking 
Rockstar’s seminal work, Game 
Changer was written by Rev co-creator 
James Wood and directed by Owen 
Harris, whose CV includes Black 
Mirror and Misfits. “It’s а film with 

an amazing set of 


to approach a character, 4 haven't really characters," Wood says. 


the concerns are: where 
is he from? What was his 


played a part like 


“The four British guys 
who created the game 


upbringing like? And how бат before. He’s are ап incredible group 


different was it from mine?" 
Radcliffe explains. "This was 


a lot sharper 


of creative geniuses, 
really, led by Sam 


one of the few times where [it with people than Houser. And the 


was], 'Oh, we were from the EA. 


same part of London; both of 


us had at least one parent ever played” 


that was in the entertainment 
industry’ [Houser is the son of actress 
Geraldine Moffat, whose credits 
include 197215 Get Carter; e [o [o е'5 
mother is casting director Marcia 
Gresham]. And | feel that if | had grown 
up when Sam grew up, | would have 
been into the same music as him... 
| feel like we have similar sensibilities. 
“You never like to say, ‘I’m like this 
guy’, particularly when he is a living 
person who really exists somewhere in the 
world, because he may see this and go, 
‘No, you're not’. But | definitely enjoyed 
getting to know about him. From what ме 
gathered he's somebody that's incredibly 
passionate and single-minded and fiercely 
intelligent, and has a kind of appetite for 
culture and an appetite for challenging 


antagonist in the piece 
is Jack Thompson, 
who is a very genuine 
Miami-based born-again 
Christian lawyer who saw it as his 
role in life to curtail the influence of 
these games on American children." 
From the little we've seen, 
Radcliffe's face seems to offer up a 
fair stab at Houser's beard, although 
the Rockstar chief's other attributes 
doubtless presented more of challenge. 
“I haven't really played a part like Sam 
before," the actor says. "He's a lot 
sharper with people than | think | have 
ever played. He has it in him to be a lot 
tougher than characters I’ve portrayed 
before, because of his sort of single- 
mindedness and the relentlessness 
with which he is pursuing that vision.” 
Game Changer is scheduled 
to air оп BBC2 in September. | 
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The winter’s tale 


The Long Dark is leading the charge for Microsoft's 
Game Preview programme on Xbox One 


he debut game from Hinterland was 

never likely to be conventional. While 
it's no longer unusual to leave behind 
bigger budget productions for indie 
gratification, the studio's self-professed 
pioneers also quit Montreal, Canada's 
seconcHargest city, for a small town at the 
foot of a mountain range on Vancouver 
Island. The Long Dark is a product of its 
environment in its beautiful Canadian 
wilderness as much as its tough spirit. It's 
a game less about surviving and more 
about confronting the inevitability of 
death. Its rewards might seem meagre, 
but evidently it has tapped into something 
primal: our instinct to carry on in the face 
of overwhelming odds. With more than 
425,000 sales to date, it's already a hit, 
and it's not even finished. 


The majority of those 
shifted copies are the 
дате Early Access 
incarnation on Steam. But 
The Long Dark has also 
recently found a new home 
as one of the first games in 
Microsofts Game Preview 
programme on Xbox One. 
Microsoft approached Hinterland before 
Christmas last year, but creative director 
Raphael Van Lierop was highly resistant 
to the idea at first. "It was just because 
we've really benefited a lot from being 
small and agile, and Steam allows us 

to be incredibly independent and 
autonomous," he explains. "We don't 
have to depend on Steam or Valve for 
anything. They give us the tools and we 
do everything on our own, and we like 
that. | think that's been part of the success 
we've had in Early Access - we сап 
iterate and update our game very, very 
quickly. If there are bugs or issues, we 
can have fixes up within the hour." 





"We're bringing 
a new genre of 
game to an 
audience that 
has never really 
experienced it" 


Why, then, would the team step 
outside of its comfort zone and into a 
relationship with Microsoft, or move its 
game onto a walled platform? That 
would, on the face of things, require 
Hinterland to sacrifice some of its agility. 
Van Шегор admits he was once of similar 
mind. "We've all worked [for] traditional 
publishers in the triple-A space, so we're 
all kind of hardwired to expect large 
companies to be slow. So that was one 
of my huge concerns about the idea of 
working with Microsoft and having to 
plug into their processes and whatnot." 

But Microsoft was persistent. It 
returned to Hinterland to discuss an idea 
it had for a new initiative, which would 
become Game Preview. "At that point, it 
started to sound interesting 
to me," Van Lierop tells us. 
"We really have benefited 
from that kind of open- 
development Early Access 
model on Steam. And 
| think we've learned a lot 
about community and 
interaction and how to 
balance feedback with our 
own vision. [Everything] 
we've heard from our community is that 
we've done that well.” 

It helped that Microsoft appealed to 
the company's trailblazing spirit. This 
was, after all, the first time an Early 
Accesslike initiative had been attempted 
on a console, and The long Dark would 
be one of the first wave of games under 
the Game Preview banner. Suddenly, this 
was a more interesting prospect than 





simply porting the game. Equally as 
importantly, the developer saw a chance 
to bring The Long Dark to a new 
audience. The survival genre, which has 
flourished on Steam in the months and 
years since The Long Dark was 





Hinterland's Raphael 
Van Lierop says that 
while Microsoft's 
infrastructure didn't 
initially seem to be 

a good fit for Early 
Access games, "there 
are people there who 
are very dedicated 
to changing that" 





conceived, has yet 
consoles. "We're br 
of game to an [audi 
really experienced i 


o truly cross over to 
inging a new genre 
ence] that has never 
before. We're the 


first survival game from that Early Access 


culture on consoles. 


t [represented] too 


many pioneering opportunities to pass 


up," Van Lierop exp 


ains. 


With Microsoft still tentatively gauging 
interest in Game Preview with developers 





earlier this year, Hin 
on porting its game 
autumn. Then came 
was going to annou 


erland had banked 
around summer or 
he call: Microsoft 





nce Game Preview 


at E3. Hinterland responded, telling 
Microsoft it wanted to be ready for LA. 
The platform holder doubted whether the 
studio would be able to port The Long 


Dark in time; at this 
just six weeks away. 


Hinterland needed only five. "We did the 
whole transition from PC and Mac to 
Xbox One - through certification, full UI, 
everything - in 26 days." 

Since then, Hinterland has reaped the 


point, the show was 
As it happened, 


benefits of a different kind of unity from its 


chosen game engine. While the console 


and PC markets mig 
have different wants 





ht ostensibly seem to 
and needs, the 


game's design hasn't changed in any 
meaningful way. “It turns out Xbox players 
aren't looking for dramatically different 


things than [those] o 


n PC," Van Lierop 


says. Meanwhile, on its forums, the studio 
has fostered a friendly community of 


Steam players that h 
console players into 


as actively welcomed 
the fold. In turn, the 


Xbox audience is apparently enjoying the 
rare opportunity to participate in the 
ongoing evolution of a game during its 
development. There's a modicum of 

irony here, of course: how strange that 

а game about facing mortality should 


prove іо be, as Van 


Lierop puts it, "such 


а positive experience for everyone". IW 


The studio is evidently keen to ensure it doesn't keep console 
owners waiting: August's major update, Deep Forest, rolled 
out for both Steam and Xbox One players on the same day 


The Long Dark was joined by 
Elite: Dangerous when Game 
Preview launched. “[Frontier] 
came in a little hotter than 
even we did,” Van Lierop says 


AUDIENCE 
APPEAL 


15 there a tolerance 
for the Early Access 
model on consoles? 


If Microsoft has been 
surprisingly adaptable, 
what of its players? Might 
a console audience take 
issue with an unfinished 
game? "It's harder to 
have a direct relationship 
with an Xbox player than 
a PC player, because they 
don't have a keyboard,” 
Van Lierop says. “We're 
talking with Microsoft 
about ways to streamline 
that relationship, to make 
it easier for people to 
provide feedback directly 
from within the game.” 
Otherwise, the response 
has been pretty positive. 
Van Lierop believes 
Microsoft's curation of 
Game Preview titles is the 
right move. “It’s not like 
they're picking up the 
game on Xbox One and 
it's a buggy disaster.” 





KNOWLEDGE 
ELITE DANGEROUS 


Ground swell 


Elite Dangerous gets ready to take one giant 
leap for detail in an already gigantic universe 


р" updates have already added 
city lights to the dark side of planets 
and richer gas giant textures, but Frontier 
Developments is now gearing up to let 
you touch down on extraterrestrial 
surfaces. Elite Dangerous: Horizons is 
the name given to the second season 
of expansions to be wrought on this 
increasingly ambitious space simulation. 
The first update will be launched as a 
beta at an as-yetundecided date, and 
allow pilots to land on airless worlds. 

"We're not doing Earth yet," 

Frontier CEO David Braben clarifies. 
“Апа some places that are airless will 
also be restricted for reasons you'll find 
out later. But in general you will be able 
to land on almost all of them. I've tried 
to separate it out from the start so that 
people know what to expect and how 
we see everything. At the moment, you 
can see all the city lights go on, you 
can see the habitation, which | know is 
tantalising, but delivering on that promise 
is a big change. We've always known 
that, and we will deliver on it..." 

Airless doesn't equate to barren, 
however. Planets may play host to mining 
colonies, pirate compounds, research 
stations and the planetside equivalent of 
star ports that you can either dock with in 
the usual manner or enter using the new 
surface recon vehicles (SRVs). As with 
ships, there will be a range of SRVs to 
buy, all with differing specialisations and 
cargo bay space requirements. The first 
of these to be revealed is called the 
Scarab, a six-wheeled vehicle with a 
glassdomed cockpit that's able to fold 
down small enough to fit into even a 
Sidewinder's hold [at the cost of pre 
much anything else]. 

Frontier put a great deal of time into 
getting the feel of its ship handling just so, 





POWER DRIFT 
Braben and Sammarco 
are candid when we 
ask if SRVs will use up 
fuel, revealing that the 
studio is still in the 
process of thinking 
through what would 
be best for gameplay. 
"| think one of the 
things people really 
love about Elite 
Dangerous is that 
it feels like a very 
plausible experience," 
Sammarco says. "It's 
grounded in real 
science, and we've 
gone out of our way 
to make it feel like 
you are a pilot. But at 
the end of the day, it's 
a game, and we don't 
want you to have to 
be an ace pilot in real 
life, or a rocket ship 
pilot, just to enjoy it." 
Braben says, "There 
are arguments both 
ways, but most likely 
your end won't be a 
fuel line, it will be 
someone shooting 
you, or you driving 
into a chasm..." 








This is the cramped 
cockpit module for the 
diminutive Scarab SRV 


and it's being as fastidious with SRVs. 
"There are all sorts of things happening 
on really low-gravity worlds,” Braben 
says. “The vehicle can feel really floaty 
when it's in low gravity, so we've put in 
thrusters. You can make it jump, you can 
leap chasms — it's a skill-based thing. And 
they can push it down onto the ground to 
give you grip, like an F1 cars wings." 

If you do come a cropper, you'll 
appear back at your ship, down one SRV 
and with a slightly bruised ego. But 
Frontier plans to price SRVs in such a way 
that players look at them as they might 
advanced munitions. A reasonable cost 
isn't going to entirely mitigate the sting of 
losing your customised buggy, but it 
should help a little. 

Still, putting yourself in 
danger will be a common 
occurrence as you take on 
missions from settlements 
you encounter, and there 
will be a new threat in the 





form of Skimmers — remote- 
controlled defence drones. 
Some will be slow and 
easier to avoid, while 
others will be quick and difficult to target. 
Any of them, however, can be brought 
down if you locate and take out the 
base station housing the bots’ controle 


“We want to improve the gameplay 
experience of how missions work,” lead 
designer Sandro Sammarco tells us. “We 
want to provide more options, make the 
missions more involving, and basically 
make it a richer experience. Hopefully, 
that will bleed straight back up into space 
gameplay, so the [whole game will] 
benefit as well. They'll be more than just, 
"Со here, kill this.’ The mission system 
will continue to grow." 





“Delivering on that 
promise is a big 
change. We've 
always known 
that, and we will 
deliver on it" 


Horizons will also add new cruising 
speeds to suit approaches to planetary 
surfaces, plus you can choose to land 
anywhere you like (though somewhere 
flat is advised), using a targeting map to 
set your ship down. Surfaces, we're told, 
will be gigantic, "Earth-sized" areas. 

"When you come down to cruise, 
you're still going really, really fast but 
you're going slower than you do in 
normal supercruise," Sammarco explains. 
"So you can still cover vast distances 
around the planet reasonably quickly, but 
you can come down even further into 
what we call ‘planetary flight’, and you 
don't have to have picked a spot, you 
can just fly. There's a different flight model 
that starts to kick in and 
if you start going really 
slow, you're going to start 
experiencing drift and pull 
from the gravity, so you're 
going to need to learn a 
new way of flying. Certain 
ships will be better at it 
than others." 

None of this is coming 
for free, though, and some 
existing players have already expressed 
ill will over the £40 price tag of the 
expansion, which also includes the base 
game content. Those frictions may only 
intensify at launch, since those making 
landfall will be able to communicate 
with pilots in orbit, even if they haven't 
bought the Horizons season pass. 

That aside, however, this is just the 
first expansion in a run of updates, and 
Horizons already seems likely to change 
pilots’ relationships with solar systems 
drastically. It also looks to introduce a 
level of unshielded vulnerability that 
should offer a real contrast to the space 
trucking found in the vanilla game. B 








Mining outposts will be positioned according to the 
geothermal activity of planets, making use of volcanoes’ 


propensity to bring rich ores to the surface. An unnoticed 
geyser could easily send your SRV spinning into the air 





KNOWLEDGE 
MYRIAD 





GEOMETRY 
POURS 


Erlend Grefsrud’s musical 
shooter makes art, not war 








What you'll find sitting at roughly the 
intersection of Rez, Hohokum and 
PixelJunk Eden on a Venn diagram 
is Erlend Grefsrud’s Myriad. Each 
stark, abstract level in this top-down 
shooter is expanded as you destroy 
the enemies that populate it, fallen 
aggressors bursting into a new piece 
of circular space for you to patrol, 
but also calling in reinforcements. 
Build up enough of these spatial 
memorials and you can detonate 
overlapping circles to cause chain 
reactions – if you hit a set quota, 
you'll get points, new or upgraded 
weapons, and begin a new round. 
“Every round makes a different 
level, like a kind of player-centric 
procedural generation, and different 
weapons and playstyles make for 
different levels, too,” Grefsrud says. 
The number of enemies onscreen 
spirals upwards as you build out, 
ensuring that it's increasingly difficult 
to hone the placement of each circle. 
"Myriad always coalesces in a 
great coming apart where all the 
trouble you've made for yourself just 
yields and becomes a beat-matched 
fireworks display," Grefsrud says. 
"The density and vivacity of the art 
depends on the player's ability to 
handle complexity. The more 
confidently you play, the more 
graceful your arcs, the bigger 
your chain reactions, the bolder 
the compositions and denser the 
imagery when it reaches a head." 
While Grefsrud has yet to fix 
a release date, Myriad will be 
coming to Р54, Vita and Steam. 2 
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KNOWLEDGE 
TALK/ARCADE 


ARCADE 
WATCH 


Keeping an eye on the 
coin-op gaming scene 


Soundbytes 


Game commentary in snack-sized mouthfuls 








"Retail is like a grumpy 
old grandpa... games 
have to cost $60. When 


games can't compete 
on price, they have to 

и isa love letter to arcade shooters 
CO m pete O n fea tu res E from the '90s. Rather than take 


inspiration from bullet-hell 


x 7 H classics, though, its developers 
Ninja Theory's Tameem Antoniades elegantly sums up the have instead looked to the likes 


problem with Ubisoft's business model without saying "Ubisoft" of Metal Slug, Splatterhouse, 


The Terminator and even Doom. 
Instead of being a game about 
finessing your way through dense 


Game Skycurser 
Manufacturer Team Skycurser 


Skycurser is a more modest 
proposition than the huge cabs 
usually featured here. Made by a 








"Please try it for "| believe augmented projectile patterns, then; усш 
: ; ; is instead about “ripping throug 
yourself, | think reality will be the " hordes of enemies and splattering 
it's going to be a biggest technological them". The devs behind it are 
breakthrough for the revolution in our calling their twist on the genre 


industry. | believe it's meat hell”, and it riffs on the 


going їо take shooters 
to the next level.” 


lifetimes. Your smart biological horrors of games such 
phone doesn't need a as R-Type and Blood Money. 


screen... You just take Matching this aesthetic, the 
th ith п game eschews futuristic tech for 
е screen wiih you. weapons such as machine guns, 


shotguns and even a katana, with 
which you must cut down wave 
after wave of animals, machines 
and infected humans. The game is 
still in development, but the team 
now has two stages “floor ready” 
for arcades, and its cabinet design 
is close to being finalised. The 
prototype JAMMA enclosure uses 
a simple upright design with 
matching stick and button layouts 
for two players, 
and comes їп а 
fetching shade 
of “sonic plum”. 
It's at once fresh 
and modern 
looking, while 
still harking back 
to the nicotine- 
stained cabs 

of yore. 

The team is 
currently aiming 
to get Skycurser 
into arcades 
across the US 
in early 2016. 


Tomonobu Itagaki responds 
to negative Devil's Third 
previews. What will he 
say about the reviews? 


Epic Games’ Tim Sweeney 
projects a selection of his 
favourite colours onto a mast 








" [Sony] don't gobble deals 
up. They buy 'em. People 
think it's less expensive to 
sign exclusives if you have 
bigger market share. It 

has nothing to do with it" 


Phil Spencer on how Sony's signing so many thirdparty deals - and 
reveals, presumably, how Microsoft did it back in the Xbox 360 era 
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KNOWLEDGE 
FAVOURITES 


My Favourite Game 


Shura 


The singer and producer on дате-іпѕрігеа lyrics, putting the 
world on pause for Mass Effect, and why Metal Gear is terrifying 


he daughter of a Russian actress and 

an English documentary maker, singer 
and producer Shura grew up around 
performers. Now the 24-year-old is about 
to release her debut album and kicks off 
her first UK headline tour in September 
after a spate of festival appearances. But 
despite this burgeoning musical career, 
one of her foremost concerns is the exact 
release date of Mass Effect: Andromeda. 


Your track White Light was inspired by 
an encounter with an alien in Mass 
Effect 2. What was the encounter? 

| used to work in a postproduction facility 
and one of the guys there was like, 
"You're into science fiction; you've got to 
play Mass Effect." | hadn't heard of it, 
and was a bit dubious, because I’m so 
picky when it comes to games - | either 
complete them or | play them for two 
days and then never pick them up again. 
| started with ME2, because they hadn't 
yet released the first one on PS3, and 
managed to time finishing it with the 
release of Mass Effect 3. So | played 2 
and 3 on the trot and it changed my life. 
| became obsessed with the Asari. | found 
them really interesting as a race, and 

| loved the universe the game created. 
Probably since Stars Wars, it’s the most 
affecting scifi universe l've ever entered. 


So much so that you tweeted your 
concern over Andromeda releasing 
before your album’s finished. 

[Laughs] | really was concerned, because 
I'm going to have to play it immediately. 
Hopetully by the time it comes out, not 
only will my album also be ош, but I'll 
have done the bulk of the touring. | think 


22 


SHURA THING 
Shura began recording 
music at 16, going 

on to form a band 

at university and 
collaborating with 
producer Hiatus. 

She honed her own 
production skills by 
watching instructional 
YouTube videos during 
night shifts at the 
postproduction facility 
in which she worked 
and also, during a 
“Lara Croft moment”, 
spent a gap year 
developing her 
songwriting in the 
Amazon rainforest. 
This year she's played 
a number of festivals, 
including Bestival, 
Latitude and Reading- 
Leeds Festival, and 
commences a headline 
tour on September 17 
in London. Dates and 
venues can be found 
on her Facebook 

page (www.facebook. 
com/shuramusic). 





| сап maybe time the two weeks off | 
have between album one and album two 
precisely with Mass Effect: Andromeda. 
That's my main aim in life, for those to 
coincide. Otherwise, it's definitely coming 
on the tour bus, but | get so into it that | 
won't be able to interact with anyone. I'll 
just be headphones on, crying, laughing, 
going through these extremes of emotion. 


What kind of games do you tend to 
take on tour with you? 

So far, we've mainly done flying shows; 
we haven't yet got to the stage where we 
go on a sleeper bus, so | can' really take 
hat much in the way of 
games with me. What 
have been playing is 
Monument Valley, which 
absolutely love. | love 
he idea of this little girl 
running around with a 
dunce hat on, just trying 
o figure shit out. That 
inspired a lyric in another 
song, actually! Eventually, I'll be able 

o take my PlayStation 4 on tour, and 
hopefully by that time there will be some 
more games that | like, too. 











Nothing's taken your fancy on PS4 yet? 
Well, | really loved watching Alien: 
Isolation, but it was too scary for me to 
actually play! My twin brother, Nick, 
loves scary games, so we kind of 
alternate between watching each other 
play different games. | enjoyed watching 
The Last Of Us, too, but so far there's 
nothing that I've really wanted to play. So 
I've got the hardware and I’m just waiting 
for the perfect game, which is probably 


“Especially when 
I'm doing remixes 
I'll borrow, say, 
the sound of a 
melee attack from 
Smash Bros” 


either going to be Andromeda or Metal 
Gear Solid V. I'm a massive Metal Gear 
fan as well, although it gets a little bit 
frightening for me sometimes, because | 
have a massive phobia of being chased. 


Your music is tinged with a nostalgia for 
"805 synth pop - do the games from 
your childhood also feed into that 
element of sentimentality? 

Oh, absolutely. | have a huge archive of 
sounds from videogames, and especially 
when l'm doing remixes ||| borrow, say, 
the sound of a melee attack from Smash 
Bros. | am a very nostalgic person, and 
videogames are a huge 
part of that. The start of 
White Light is really heavily 
inspired by Gustavo 
Santaolalla’s music for The 
last Of Us, and a great 
dream of mine is to one 
day be involved in the 
score of a game. 


Until then, what's your favourite game? 
If I'm not being biased, because I'm 
massively into scifi, | think Ocarina Of 
Time has to be the greatest game of all 
time. For what it did, when it did it, it 
was such an amazing story. | remember 
a few weeks before the Christmas it 
came out, my dad said, "Shu, l'm really 
sorry, but | couldn't get it. It was sold out 
everywhere." We were in Dixons and 

| started having this massive tantrum 
because | was so upset. And then on 
Christmas day it turned up, and | just 
suffered the most incredible wave of guilt 
combined with euphoria, which is quite 
an important lesson to learn as а child. B 








KNOWLEDGE 


THIS MONTH 





WEBSITE 


Minecraft maps 
www.bit.ly/BGScraft 

The British Geological Survey 
made headlines last year when 
it released a 5.4GB scale 
Minecraft map of the surface 
geology of mainland Great 
Britain and its surrounding 
islands. Now it's started to 
look more closely at smaller 
portions of the country. BGS 
has initially focused on three 
locations: West Thurrock, 

York and Ingleborough. Each 
map consists of 50MB, and 
represents major roads, 
buildings and geological 

rises and falls, with overlaps 
and folds hidden below 
surface level. The models are 
fascinating, and every neatly 
sliced chunk of the country 
exudes a fragile beauty as a 
result of BGS's use of coloured 
glass blocks. Each map has its 
own page with accompanying 
topological data, and a key 
that shows which blocks the 
team chose to represent 
different types of rock. 








VIDEO 


Shenmue premiere 
www.bit.ly/Shenmueprem 
Shenmue Dojo has uploaded a 
mini-documentary about the 
game's premiere. The film was 
originally included on the first 
Dreamcast Express demo disc, 
available only to members of 
Japan's Dreamcast Partners 
Club. Filmed in 1998, it sees 
an enthusiastic Yu Suzuki 
presenting his vision to a large 
audience in Yokohama – after 
the Kanagawa Philharmonic 
sets the mood by playing 
Shenmue's theme. Suzuki talks 
us through some of the game's 
characters as well as its Magic 
Weather system in a wonderful 
evocation of the time when 
demand for what turned out 
to be Sega’s final console 

was outstripping supply. 





WEB GAME 


10 Minute Barbarian 
www.bit.ly/10minbarb 
Developer Wolff Dobson is a 
big fan of strategy games, but 
finds it difficult to set much 
time aside to play them. To 
address this, he’s created 10 
Minute Barbarian, his own 
distilled take on the genre. The 
game is on Greenlight and 
destined for PCs this year, but 
Dobson has put up a three- 
scenario demo on his website. 
Despite the title, it will easily 
see off 20 to 30 minutes of 
your time, such is the moreish 
nature of this turn-based RTS. 
In each fast-moving session 
you must build an army, raid 
villages and forts, and prevent 
the Demon Lords from 
enslaving the land. Battles 

are equally as swift, and 

take place between mostly 
Al-controlled sides, but allow 
you to wield some influence. 
While there are only three 
maps to tackle, the latter two 
procedurally generate their 
territory, ensuring replay value. 






















THIS MONTH ON EDGE 


When we weren't doing everything else, we were thinking about stuff like this 


Street Fighter IV diorama 
www.bit.ly/SFIVdio 
Тһеге5 a lot of Street Fighter tat kicking around the offices we 


TWEETS 


Yeah you know when Lara got upset about 
killing that deer? It's because she couldn't 
poison it and throw it off a roof instead 


Xbox on Horrible bosses 


inhabit at Future HQ. Some of it's even ours, though we've got 
nothing to do with the fancy-dress Кеп outfit that's been lying 
next to the magazine archive for the past half-decade. We're far 
too classy for that. Sadly, we're nowhere near classy enough to 
be able to cover the $378 that Singaporean design outfit 
Kinetiquettes is asking for just one of its astonishingly high-end 
figures of Street Fighter IV characters Oni and Evil Ryu, which 
join together into a single diorama. Only 300 of each of these 
12-inch-high polystone statuettes are being made, and that 
combination of inevitable scarcity and high production values 


Two years after its 
unveiling, Xbox One is 
finally in great shape 


Blockbuster season 
Our cup runneth over 
with 30-hour epics. So 
long, summer drought 


Humiliating demotions 
and surveillance: life at 
Konami HQ sounds fun 


Kate Gray @hownottodraw 
Xbox On presenter 


If you only watch 25 hours of Dota today, 
make it these highlights of half of one 
of the top eight matches of the morning. 


Blockbuster season 
Our list of shame stands 
no chance of getting any 
smaller now, does it? 


Tom Francis @Pendadact 


Developer, Suspicious Developments 


I have a legal right to knock your drone 














has only driven up the price, meaning this is the first videogame 
merch we've ever seen that has a monthly payment option. 


out of the sky with my selfie stick 
Ron Gilbert @grumpygamer 
Monkey Island and Thimbleweed 
Park creator 


Who let D-Dog out? 
MGSV: The Phantom 
Pain’s canine companion 
is a man’s best friend 


Wii don’t speak 
Nintendo fires а staffer 
for speaking on a 
podcast. In 2015 | wonder why | get lots of shit posts 
everyday in spite of being the cutest 
& politest guy in a galaxy who makes 
viewtiful & wonderful games 

Hideki Kamiya @PG_Kamiya 
Game director, PlatinumGames 


Grounded 
S 7; With expo season over, 
it's time for a sit down 


Plus size 
Maybe fix PSN before 
hiking the price of Plus 
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EXCLUSIVE: TAKING Р54 TO THE NEXT LEVEL 
WITH GUERRILLAS INCREDIBLE ACTION RPG 


DEATH BY 

TALES OF EXTREME ; INSIDE JAPAN'S 

VIRTUAL OBSESSION 4283 INDIE UPRISING 
Issue 283 





Dialogue 
Send your views, using 
‘Dialogue’ as the subject 


line, to edge@futurenet.com. 


Our letter of the month 
wins a New Nintendo 
3DS XL, supplied by 

the Nintendo UK store 
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A wee concern 

I've just finished the Virtual Realities 
roundtable discussion in E282, and after 
reading Jon Hibbins' enthusiastic comments 
about the death of TV I can only picture him 
as Robert De Niro in The Untouchables 
yelling, “I want him dead, I want his family 
dead, and I want his house burned to the 
ground. I want to go there in the middle 

of the night and piss on the ashes”. 

It seems to me that VR advocates are 
fixated on providing complete immersion, 
an experience unlike no other. I'm not sure 
how Edge feels, or how other readers feel on 
the direction or the potential of VR, 
whether they've been lucky enough to 
experience it first-hand or not, 
but it never occurred to me up 
until reading that article that 
there are people that see it 
as a full replacement for TV 
gaming and, as an extension, 
dedicated handheld consoles. 

I don't disagree with the 
idea of immersive games or 
experiences, but I fear that 
such a large emphasis on 
producing hardware, and 
ultimately software, that focus on providing 
such experiences will lead to a future — if 
not necessarily in the next generation, or 
even the one after that — where games will 
become much more isolated experiences, 
and much more homogenised. 

I may sound like a bit of a Luddite and 
a pessimist, but my current videogame 
environments include lounging on my sofa 
for a few hours, playing handhelds in bed, 
multiplayer nights at friends' houses, and 
the occasional local tournament. The beauty 
of these is that there's an opportunity to 
interact with passers-by. It's something 
that I think will be lost in VR experiences. 

To put it another way, the most recent 
games that I've been playing include Half 
Minute Hero: The Second Coming, Guilty Gear 
Хта, the original Banjo-Kazooie, Dragon 
Quest V on the original DS during a week's 
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"| can't see 
myself having 
that variety, 

as well as the 
associated social 
aspects, in VR" 





stay in hospital, and Ikaruga. I may not be 
being very imaginative but I can't see myself 
having that variety of experience, as well as 
the associated social aspects, in VR. 
Ibelieve that it was the sadly departed 
Satoru Iwata who said that games should be 
as much fun to watch as they are to play. 
Maybe it's not Jon Hibbins I see pissing on 
the ashes of TV, but VR pissing on the ashes 
of Iwata's legacies, and that realisation is 
what really worries me because when I'm 
old and less spritely ГЇЇ have to resort to 
whatever's up in my attic if I want to relive 
my recent experiences again. 
Alex Davies 


VR's social issues are among 
the topics addressed in Food 
For Thought this issue — and 
it's not all bad news. As we've 
said before, though, there's a 
long, uncomfortably bumpy 
road ahead for VR as a whole. 
Your New 3DS XL should help 
tide you over in the meantime. 


A dying art 

On the one hand, games 

are slowly but surely gaining respect and 
recognition as a genuine art form among the 
most progressive in cultural circles. In fact, 
the multidisciplinary nature of the game 
creation process, which draws in equal 
measure from physics, painting, literature 
and engineering, gives this relatively new 
form of human expression a unique chance 
to finally bring together the many flavours 
of intelligence and imagination in the 
service of enjoyment. 

On the other hand, just as this almost 
messianic nature becomes increasingly 
evident, so does a major flaw, one that 
could singlehandedly destroy games' claim 
to be more than a mere consumer product: 
transience. What always set art apart from 
other endeavours is eternity — the fact that 
works of art live long after the civilisation 
that created them has crumbled to dust, 


giving those who follow ап opportunity 
to understand and empathise with their 
distant forebears. 

And yet as another reader pointed out 
in E282, games are anything but eternal, 
their survival depending on short-term 
commercial decisions to make server space 
by removing this or that five-year-old title 
from the back catalogue after it failed to sell 
enough copies within a quarter. Granted, not 
all works are worthy of becoming treasured 
expressions of a bygone genius. But the key 
point here is that the decision should not 
belong entirely to a handful of business- 
minded individuals whose horizon is, at 
best, the end-of-year balance sheet. 

Works of art were always the product of 
practical realities, commercial, political or 
otherwise. Classical Greek sculpture would 
not have bloomed had the city-states of the 
day not been vying for prestige, and the 
Quattrocento would not have existed had 
the bankers of Florence not had a surplus of 
wealth to invest. But artistic creations that 
do make it through the ages need not just 
unique aesthetic qualities, they also require 
a corporeal existence that allows them to 
survive their going out of fashion or losing 
their purpose for a few centuries. 

With one exception: literature. Spoken 
or even written words do not endure quite 
as long as marble or canvas, so how come 
we can still read Homer’s Iliad or Plato’s 
Critias, drawing inspiration from them to 
create memorable game characters or 
universes? Because generation after 
generation, legions of scholars (today we 
would call them fans) copied them over and 
over, keeping alive the memory of their 
cherished stories. 

Software is arguably closer to literature 
than to any other art form, sharing with it 
this immaterial quality that makes it 
particularly vulnerable to the passing of 
time. But where the great stories of old 
could be shared and copied freely long after 
they had lost their mundane relevance, this 
is sadly not the case for games. DRM 


ensures that our favourite media is firmly 
locked up in its time, condemned to oblivion 
as soon as its owners, not its creators or 
devotees, lose interest. 

If games are to become part of the world’s 
cultural heritage, something must be done 
to free them from their DRM shackles. Only 
then will the process whereby humanity’s 
collective wisdom selects what’s worthy 
of remembrance be allowed to follow its 
natural course. Only then will (some) games 
escape the fate of mere consumables and 
realise the ambition of enduring as art. 
Fabrice Saffre 


This is a long way of telling us that you 
miss playing Burnout Revenge online, Fabrice, 
right? It’s OK — we’re right there with you. 


Leaving the door ajar 
Га almost reached the point where Га given 
up on gaming. The current generation is 
now firmly established, and were it not for a 
generous lend of a friend’s PS4 I would have 
struggled to pick an Xbox One or a PS4 out 
of a lineup. I’d been left behind, and I was 
kind of fine with that. Bloodborne was the 
only thing that had me mooning at a PS4, 
and with that itch now scratched, and with 
me still getting mileage out of my 360 
thanks to the Rock Band 3 Customs scene 
and the seemingly endless replay value of 
Dark Souls and Dark Souls II, Га kind of 
resigned myself to that being that. 

Imean, it's not exactly my own choice. 
I know I’m not alone in doing the maths on 
the kids-plus-mortgage-over-disposable- 
income equation and ending up in minus 
figures, but I was a little surprised at how 
quietly I was going into that dark night. 
Games have been a constant part of my 
life, more or less, since the Atari 2600. But 
with thousands of pounds spent over the 
years and considerably more invested in 
time, I figured that I'd had a good run and 
guessed that this is just what happens 
when you struggle to stay awake past 10pm. 

And then E3 happened. And suddenly 
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I'm as excited as I used to get when a new 
issue of Mean Machines would appear in 
a newsagent and I'd spend weeks staring 
slack-jawed at pages I'd read 20 times, 
dreaming of grey imports and whether 
that article about SFII porting to Game 
Boy was true or a load of rubbish. 

Dark Souls III? Rock Band 4? The Last 
Guardian? Street Fighter V? Fallout 4? 

And crucially, for some reason, Xbox One 
backwards compatibility (yes, I’m hyped 
about maybe being able to play games I 
already own on a different machine — bravo 
for that sales job, Microsoft)? Well, I can't 
turn my back on that lot. 

Or can I? I mean, we're talking a huge 
investment again here. Buying Rock Band 4 
means buying another plastic guitar, plus 
the inevitable DLC needed to augment the 
uninspiring tracklisting announced thus far. 
I'm also going to need a new arcade stick for 
SFV. Not to mention the actual investment 
in the console hardware itself. Maybe I can't 
afford it, after all. Maybe I've talked myself 
out of the whole shebang while typing this 
all out. I don't know. 

I doubt it, though. Despite loosely trying, 
I'm finding the thought of finally closing 
the door on gaming to be a step too far. І 
still love those moments of joy, wonder, 
sadness and immersion that games still give 
me. Sure, a child's first steps are emotional, 
but they tend to pale next to a limping Sif. 

So, I guess it's time to start looking 
around the house for things to sell, working 
out what I can live without, and scouring 
the Internet for bargains before eventually 
giving up, sticking it all on the credit card, 
and hiding the statement from the missus. 

Ican't wait. 

Ross Cale 


This is precisely why E3 exists, isn't it? A 
barrage of new announcements delivered 
with maximum fanfare so that even those 
with waning interest in games are scrabbling 
down the back of the sofa for spare change. 
Mean Machines, though? Get out. BM 
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teenaged American males were polled a 

few years ago as to what they wanted to 
do when they grew up, а significant 
proportion answered that they wanted to be 
snipers; not soldiers generally, but snipers. 
Clint Eastwood’s biggest-grossing movie as 
director is the sniping flick Porky Shooter — 
sorry American Sniper And I strongly 
suspect that Wesley Snipes is a stage name 
chosen to imply that Wesley likes sniping. 

Oddly, though, I hadn’t played a dedicated 
sniping game since the classic Silent Scope. 
So you may imagine my glee at finding that 
Sniper Elite Ш takes what I prefer to do in 
other action games when I have the option — 
creep around and headshot bad men from the 
shadows of a bush or the elevation of a handy 
mound — and makes it the only option, while 
lavishing pornographic detail upon it. 
Actually, it is not really pornographic, or at 
least I’m not aware of any sex films made 
exclusively with X-ray cameras, so that one 
just sees pelvis bones jiggling about, but then 
I do lead quite a sheltered Internet life. The 
sickening slo-mo crunch and scarlet goop- 
shower of skulls being shattered every which 
way functions here as both existential time- 
out from the pressure of staying undetected, 
and aesthetically reinforcing reward for the 
skilled operation of your old-school bolt- 
action rifle. (None of that laser-assisted 
nonsense that the kids have these days.) 

And skilled operation it is. Indeed, 
sniping as portrayed in films and videogames 
is an exacting artisanal craft, comparable to 
the patient artistry of woodworking (and 
much more so than drawing leaves in the 
froth of a flat white) compared to the relative 
berserker savagery of more close-range 
combat. As Bradley Cooper demonstrates in 
Porky Shooter, moreoever, the sniper is not 
only a master craftsman but the Zen master 
of his own body, lying prone and breathing 
correctly, even while he shoulders an 
impossible moral burden when deciding, for 
example, whether to shoot a child. 


| = a lot of people, I like to snipe. When 
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Shoot first, ask questions later 


Sniping as portrayed in films 
and games is an exacting 
artisanal craft, comparable 
to the artistry of woodwork 


I will not claim for Sniper Elite III any 
such moral dimension — it is more like the 
videogame equivalent of the movie Shooter, 
starring Mark *Marky Mark' Wahlberg as a 
petulant sniper who uncovers a conspiracy in 
the US homeland and starts sniping 
everybody because of it. But I do admire the 
way Sniper Elite III uses touches of humour 
without totally undermining its pose of 
second-world-war seriousness. It is always 
pleasing to see one’s latest headshot 
described in a text badge as “premeditated”. 
Yes, I really did mean to shoot him in the 
head before I shot him in the head. 






You like Sniper Elite III if you get 
particularly drunk on the power fantasy in 
videogames of information asymmetry. The 
idea of knowing more than your enemy is 
perfectly reflected in physical reality when 
you are on a high ridge, scoping and tagging 
unsuspecting Nazis through your binoculars, 
and then scampering from one position to 
another, creating fiery diversions, and 
shooting them all in the head, one by one. 

Hitman: Sniper is a simpler game, yet 
makes a virtue of its limitations. The fact 
that you can’t change your position arguably 
makes you feel like even more of an 
untouchable, ice-cold god choosing to wreak 
destruction on the sinful mortals plotting 
martini-fuelled crime around their hideout. 
And it, too, is funny. “Very expedient, 47,” 
says your droll female controller, when you 
kill the target quickly, before forgetting that 
you were also charged, according to the 
client’s perverse wishes, to dispose of a 
body in the jacuzzi. 

Mainstream commentators will often say 
that sniping in videogames is a ‘guilty 
pleasure’, that it is somehow disgusting but, 
secretly, fun. Why is it more disgusting than 
shooting a pretend terrorist in the chest with 
an AK-47 from a distance of three virtual 
metres? There must be some residual and 
unspoken sense of Medieval warrior honour, 
according to which it is ignoble to kill 
someone who doesn't even know you're 
there. But that's what ninjas do, and no one 
is embarrassed to say they like being a ninja 
in videogames. Indeed, I find the idea of 
a *guilty pleasure" in general (when applied to 
other cultural products such as music) 
psychologically baffling — one is somehow 
assuming a position of superiority towards 
oneself. Whether it is sniping games or the 
music of A-Ha, let's be proud of our 
pleasures: we have nothing to fear but the 
ridicule of people who are swayed by 
nothing more than fashion. 





Steven Poole's Trigger Happy 2.0 is now available from 
Amazon. Visit him online at www.stevenpoole.net 
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he webpage urges me to “Behold the 
Ts Saxe paparazzi magnet. It's like a 
short-cut to superstardom.” As it turns 
out, Paris-based Hector Saxe doesn't design 
and manufacture exotic cars or handbags. 
Instead, it makes luxury backgammon sets. 
The “paparazzi magnet" is a “parma 
purple-and-black python-leather-surfaced 
backgammon suitcase. It opens to reveal an 
arctic-white leather field, inlaid with black 
and rose-pink leather points (that's what 


» 


those triangular backgammon markers are 
called). The stones are high-gloss mother of 
pearl, one player in pink and one іп black. 
Sleek, white leatherette dice cups complete 
the look. If Hollywood Regency glam is what 
you're looking for in your ancient table 
games, it can be yours for about £1,200. 

Backgammon is as old a game as any, 
dating back some 5,000 years. In its modern 
form, backgammon is nearly identical to the 
Byzantine game tabula, which first enters the 
historical record around the fifth century AD. 

Backgammon doesn't have the cultural 
cachet of other ancient folk table games, like 
chess and go. Perhaps that's because 
backgammon introduces chance, whereas 
chess and go rely entirely on strategy. Even 
so, the game is hardly determined by luck 
alone — knowing which tactics to deploy 
given specific rolls in particular situations is 
central to an effective game. In this respect, 
backgammon offers the mysterious intrigue 
of poker with the ancient simplicity of go: 
fortune is tested, but its spoils are made 
flesh through the handling, movement and 
placement of stone on surface. 

The ancient nature of folk boardgames 
automatically connects them to the history 
of decorative arts. The best way to turn an 
ordinary object into a treasure is just to add 
age, the more the better. Among the most 
famous examples of decorative game art 
objects are the Lewis chessmen, a 12th 
century set of medieval Norwegian or 
Icelandic pieces discovered in 1831 that are 
displayed at the British Museum. 
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The best way to turn an 
ordinary object into a 
treasure is just to add age, 
the more the better 


But closer to home, backgammon, chess 
and go offer an opportunity for modern 
design and craftsmanship to exert force on a 
design that hasn't changed in millennia. And 
backgammon offers the perfect invitation to 
possess such a set: the game is a balancing 
act between chance and strategy, making it 
appealing as a possession to a large number 
of people. That's why we get specimens like 
the Hector Saxe paparazzi magnet. 

Of course, you don't need to blow a bag 
on a backgammon set to enjoy fine, long- 
lasting craftsmanship. Even inexpensive 
velour sets offer a designerly air, and for a 


tenth the price of a paparazzi magnet you can 
buy a leather or wood inlaid model in 
innumerable colours, materials and designs, 
from walnut to wenge, crocodile to calfskin. 
Backgammon isn't likely to change in the 
next five millennia any more than it did in 
the past five, and there's plenty of depth of 
gameplay to last you and your family far 
beyond the nights you have left on Earth. In 
the meantime, by transforming the folk game 
into a decorative object, its play becomes 
connected with preening, display and the 
other virtues (and vices) of material objects. 
Few videogames have attempted to create 
similar decorative versions of themselves for 
general use. In part, that's because few 
videogames have the longevity of go or 
backgammon, a feature endemic to media 
driven by fast-paced technological progress. 
Some examples do exist. There's Tristan 
Perich's Kill Jet, a game that runs on custom 
electronics built into the casing of a small, 
portable CRT television, and the ten-player 
indie arcade game Killer Queen, with its 
cabinet customisation options. Swedish 
designer Love Hultén’s Pixelkabinett 42 is a 
series of handmade, stained-wood arcade 
cabinets that contain MAME emulators (you 
can get one for the price of a few paparazzi 
magnets). I’ve made such an object myself, a 
limited-edition leather-boxed book and Atari 
VCS cartridge set of my game A Slow Year. 
All these examples have one thing in 
common: they are self-contained, but refer to 
or draw on technological and gameplay 
patterns established long before they were 
created. Not all games suit a treatment as 
decorative design object, but more could than 
receive one. Accomplishing such a feat means 
doing just the opposite of the silly, “limited 
edition” console game with ghastly resin 
figure. It means creating an object that is 
aesthetically appealing apart from the game, 
and one that can continue to be played and 
enjoyed for years (or even millennia) hence. 


Ian Bogost is an author and game designer. His award- 
winning A Slow Year is available at www.bit.ly/1eQalad 
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Delve deep and discover 
how to make magical graphics 


With the world’s largest targetable footprint of over 1.5 billion 
devices, including many of the most iconic smartphones and 
tablets, Imagination delivers the industry’s leading graphics 
solutions for mobile and beyond. 


Please join us for an unforgettable full-day event that will include 
presentations, interactive sessions with Imagination’s PowerVR 
graphics wizards and special sessions from Imagination's 
ecosystem partners including Google and Digital Legends. 


Find out more and register imgtec.com/idc15-uk Imagination 
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Industry issues given the widescreen treatment 


y phone contract's up in a few 

months. I can tell because this £400 

device, which is not even two years 
old, is dying. Apps freeze up, the touchscreen 
stops responding, and while battery life's 
never been great, that last bit between 20 and 
one per cent vanishes in minutes. This has 
happened with every iOS device I've ever 
owned, and whenever it does I picture Tim 
Cook in a brightly lit corner office, cackling 
and flicking a killswitch before turning back 
to a purchase order from the Bath branch of 
Carphone Warehouse. Or perhaps it's the 
ghost of Steve Jobs, Apple's former CEO 
spending the afterlife flitting over the air 
from iPhone to iPhone, freezing Facebook and 
draining that final 20 per cent of battery to 
power his jump to the next about-to-be- 
obsolete sucker. Really, it's my fault. I should 
never have updated to iOS 8. 

I held out as long as I could. I learnt long 
ago that Apple's new operating systems are 
designed to make its new devices sing and its 
older ones wheeze. But the lure of Apple 
Music was too strong. I went for it. And then 
I remembered the thing I always forget: it's 
not the post-upgrade process that's painful, 
it's updating the thing in the first place. 

Because the bulk of my iPhone's 16GB of 
storage is out-of-focus screaming-baby 
photos that I can't quite bring myself to 
delete, I don't have the 3GB or so Apple 
claims it needs free to perform the update. 
That means I have to update through iTunes, 
which I’m told is serviceable on a Mac but 
which I know is disgusting on Windows. 
Because I never use it, it prompts me for an 
update — you know, that little popup where 
Apple optimistically suggests that you might, 
in the year 2015, like to install QuickTime. I 
decline, and plug in my phone. It's not 
compatible with this version of iTunes. I 
update, remembering just in time to untick 
the QuickTime install. Just 20 minutes later, 
the 80MB download and install are complete. 
I plug in my phone, realise I haven't backed it 
up in a while and that my iCloud storage is 
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Switching only gets more 
expensive and inconvenient 
the longer | stay. Is this really 
the way to reward loyalty? 


full of baby photos, and decide that I should 
probably do a manual one. I back up through 
iTunes. Then manually back up the photos 
just in case. Finally, an hour or so later, it's 
time to update. 

Of course it fails. There's no explanation 
of what happened or why, just a matter-of- 
fact message explaining that everything is 
fucked, we need to restore factory settings, 
you're going to lose everything and this, 
Nathan, is what you get for saying no to 
QuickTime. Words to that effect, anyway. We 
reset, we update, we restore the backup we 
made, download all the apps the backup 


somehow missed (every last one of them), 
and then, an entire evening later, we have a 
phone that seems almost identical but runs 
like shit. Apple Music's great, at least. 

Amazingly, this still isn't my worst Apple 
update experience. That honour goes to the 
time I tried to set up a new iPod on my wife's 
ageing iBook. It needed a new version of 
iTunes, which in turn needed a new OS that 
had already been superseded and the laptop 
didn't have enough RAM to run anyway — 
something I didn't find out until I'd managed 
to source an installation disc at considerable 
expense. I hooked the iPod up to an eight- 
year-old Windows laptop running Windows 
XP and it worked first time. 

I'm sure that by now some of you are 
wondering why I don't switch to Android. Or 
Windows Pho— No, let's be honest, no one's 
thinking that. The thing is, I don't want to. 
I love my phone, and my iPad, and my wife 
loves hers, and our family is so locked into 
the Apple ecosystem - years of app 
purchases, music downloads, and now Apple 
Music playlists — that switching now would 
be an expensive, inconvenient thing to do. It 
only gets more expensive and inconvenient 
the longer I stay. Is this really the way to 
reward loyalty? To put me through this every 
few years until I begrudgingly accept that 
this £400 device is about to give up the ghost? 

If you told me a couple of years ago that 
Microsoft had the beating of Apple, I'd have 
laughed you out of the room. But the 
Windows io upgrade was free, meaningful 
and painless, and backwards compatibility on 
Xbox One is precisely the sort of thing we 
need more of — a reward, rather than a 
punishment, for loyalty. It suggests a 
company that values its customers, rather 
than seeing them as a coin-filled piñata to 
be whacked about a bit every couple of years, 
a turtle-necked executive cackling as the 
final few coppers dribble out, throwing a 
QuickTime disc on your shattered remains. 





Nathan Brown is Edge's deputy editor. His next column 
requires the E285 OS and comes with Netscape Navigator 


Looking to save 
on videogames? 


aims to find you better deals online 


үү" so many options available 
nowadays, it's easy to buy new 
games and hardware online, but 
tracking down a great deal isn't always 
а quick process. With this in mind, 
bespokeoffers.co.uk has launched Beat 
Му Price, which removes the leg work by 
finding a better price than the one you 
have already found online, serving as 
your own personal shopper. The 
site works in three easy steps: 

Identify the product you want 





to buy by browsing as normal via major 
online retailers. 

Copy and paste the product's 
web page link into the Beat My Price 
site. It will then aim to beat the price 
you've currently found by up to 12 
per cent — delivery costs included*. 

If it's successful, you'll receive 
an email within 48 hours of submitting 
the link — though it will often arrive 
within a few hours**. You will then 
have a limited time (usually 12 hours) to 
take advantage of the exclusive price. 

Since it works in partnership with a 
wide range of leading suppliers and 
manufacturers, Beat My Price can deal 
with requests for new games, consoles 


fà? XBOX ONE 


ЕТШ, 





ОЕТ 
UP ТО 
12% OFF 


THE BEST PRICE 
YOU FIND 
ONLINE 


and other gaming hardware options, 
but it also works for the electronics, 
videogames, film & TV, toys & games, 
books and computing categories, too. 

For even quicker bargain searches, 
you can add the Beat My Price bookmark 
to your search engine, shortcutting the 
entire bargain-hunting process. 

Take the challenge and try Beat My 
Price now — visit beatmyprice.co.uk 
and register for free. 





*Three out of four times we find a better price than the one 
found by the consumer. 

**Personalised discount emailed to you within 48 hours 
Limited time period to use discount, usually 12 hours 
Shoppers are currently able to make up to five requests 

a day on Beat My Price. Beat My Price is owned and 
operated by Barclaycard, whose conditions apply. 


33 





EDGE 


Subscribe to our print edition or digital edition – or get the best 





possible value with our complete print and digital bundle 


CHOOSE YOUR PACKAGE 


SCALEBQUND 


THE INSIDE STORY: HOW BUNGIE WAS 
REBUILT THE BEST FPS INSTIIEIUNIVERSE 





REVIEWED 
Ы 





Every issue delivered to Instant digital access on your iOS and 
your door days before Android device. With exclusive content, 
it reaches the shops video and image galleries on iPad 


ONLY per year ONLY per year 


СЕТ ТНЕ СОМРІЕТЕ РАСКАСЕ 


PRINT + DIGITAL 


Every new issue in 

| SCALEBQUND 
print and on iOS 

and Android 


Never miss an issue, 
with delivery to your 
door and your device 


Exclusive content, 

game trailers and 

screenshot galleries 
on iPad 


Huge savings, the best 
value for money, and a 
money-back guarantee 


Instant digital access 
when you begin a 
subscription today! 

OUTSIDE 


ONLY £68 per year 2777 





SEE PAGE 
85 





SUBSCRIBE TO EDGE TODAY 
VISIT [7] mytavouritemagazines.co.uk/edge 


es. You will rece 
ee 


sue Т 
tion ata VA ndwe wila efund y 
.ag/magterms. Offer sid И 


РБ ШО m ae о үп DE Зе nt and digital is 
call u sub 


criptio 
i іне erms а nde onal ons, please Жыт favi 


TERMS AND CONDITIONS ДІ; 
ү ВЕЕ аи 
арш гыга Десе Елга, For 





38 


42 


46 


50 


52 


54 


THE GAMES IN OUR SIGHTS THIS MONTH 


Star Fox Zero 56 
Wii U 
Ark: Survival Evolved 58 


PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Rainbow Six Seige 58 
PC, Р54, Xbox One 


Scalebound 58 
Xbox One 


Dark Souls Ill 58 
PC, Р54, Xbox One 


Guild Wars 2: 58 
Heart Of Thorns 
PC 


Star Wars Battlefront 


World Of Warcraft: 
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Eitr 
PC, PS4 


Halo Wars 2 
PC, Xbox One 


Homefront: 
The Revolution 
PC, PS4, Xbox One 


Lego Dimensions 
360, PS3, PS4, Xbox One, Wii U 


The Assembly 
PC, PS4 
Explore the iPad 


edition of Edge for 
extra Hype content 


Reboot sale 


You need only lay eyes on Star Fox Zero to know exactly what it is, but the 
second you pick up the controller, that sense of familiarity evaporates. While 
the TV screen shows the action from the traditional thirdperson perspective, 
the Wii U GamePad displays it from inside the Arwing's cockpit. Aiming, 
meanwhile, uses the controller's builtin gyroscopes. A year ago this month 
we made a bit of a mess of it while Shigeru Miyamoto looked on. Twelve 
months later, we're still not much better at the game. 

Yet while this new approach may befuddle at first, Star Fox Zero is, оп 
the face of it, an excellent example of a reboot. It is a tricky business 
гезитесіпа a name по one has seen hide nor hair of in years, then making 
it feel fresh enough to justify its return but familiar enough to warrant its use 
of the name. Platinum has hit both targets, but is that enough in 20152 

Rainbow Six Siege, meanwhile, is a close spiritual cousin to the earlier 
games in Ubisoft's series, tense and tactical, prizing communication and 
co-operation as much as a quick aim. It borrows many of its forebears’ most 
widely loved gametypes, too, offers up a selection of the series’ stock-in- 

trade hitech gadgetry, then uses modern CPU power to 
MOST procedurally generate levels that are fully destructible. 
WANTED Boxes duly ticked, then. But what separates Siege from 


Super Mario Maker Wii U А M 5 x 
Theres been a predictable fuss atthe vey Sfar Fox is that it is a reboot of a reboot: it began life 


Mario Maker doles out its creation tools 


overtime, but it makes sense. Choice cn with the subtitle Patriots, and was being made to а very 


be overwhelming, and anyway, if you're 





going to keep playing the game – and Н Н ЗЕ | 

gong o keep moyna е game а, different brief until it was cancelled and replaced with 

шагы ат йы Siege. From our hands-on time with the game, it's clear 

Drake Collection PS4 А E ЖЫ 

A recent return to Uncharted 2 through that it Was q worthwhile decision. 

streaming service PlayStation Now served . | 

only fo whet the appetite for this 1080р Dark Souls Ill, however, is no reboot, but such is the 

overhaul of Drake’s PS3 outings, cooked . . . А 2 А А 

up by HD remake specialist Bluepoint. frequency with which Hidetaka Miyazaki's design ethos is 

Street Fighter V PS4 being put into action that you can't help but wonder 

Capcom now owns the record for the 

оис а whether he and FromSoftware might soon find themselves 

preorder incentive was taken offline 

2. putting the series on a shelf to steep for а few years. As 
for, and in th ime thi А 5 Р : 

E ei hard as it no doubt is making a reboot, it must be even 

character Necalli, a retooled Vega, е 

аңда néwak Ken Macs harder admitting that you need one. 
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After a radical change to the Arwing's 
controls, Fox resits his pilot's exam 


Publisher 
Developer 
Format 
Origin 
Release 


he last time we squeezed into an Arwing 

cockpit, it was far less complicated than 

this. It takes a few flights in Star Fox 
Zero just to feel like a borderline competent 
pilot again, and we scrape our fuselage across 
plenty of scenery in the process. Partly, that’s 
down to Zero’s esoteric split-view approach, 
the GamePad displaying Fox’s in-cockpit 
perspective, while your ТУ is reserved for a 
more traditional chase-cam setup. Aiming is 





Nintendo 

In-house, PlatinumGames 
Wii U 

Japan 

2015 


One such idea is a giant, spider-like enemy 
called the Strider. This mechanical arachnid 
creeps along the ground and up buildings, but 
the engineers who designed it forgot to shield 
the glowing red weakspot on its back. It may 
be a less than strategically sound creation, but 
it adds a well-thought-out risk-reward choice 
to our current tower-defence objective, since 
that glowing weakness is a pain to hit while 
the Strider’s on the ground — requiring you to 





handled by tilting the GamePad, and you’ll either dive at your target or fly over it and aim s 
need to make effective use of both of your down from within the cockpit — and a much 
viewpoints in order for Fox McCloud to live easier target while the robot is climbing. And 
up to his formidable reputation as a fighter once we’ve acclimatised to the busy control 
pilot, flipping between the small screen for scheme, swatting bugs away goes well. But 
FROM TOP The two 


pinpoint targeting and the main one for 


we wonder if Hayashi is concerned that the 
Й ў ћ қ directors, Nintendo's 
tactical awareness. It’s exhausting at first. 


leap from Star Fox’s traditionally accessible Yugo Hayashi and 


controls might prove overwhelming for some. _ PlatinumGames' 
Yusuke Hashimoto 
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“We were experimenting with ways 
of playing using two screens, and we really 
liked the experience when we tried having a 
cinematic view on the TV with the other 
screen showing the view from the cockpit,” 
explains Yugo Hayashi, the game’s Nintendo- 
side director, when we ask how the setup 
came about. “We also really liked being able 

to aim using motion controls at the same 
time. Once we had created this system of 
aiming using the GamePad motion controls, 
we started coming up with lots of new ideas 
for how we can make the most of this system.” 


“The game’s designed so you can play 
using just one of the two screens,” he tells 
us. “As you do this, you’ll gradually get more 
used to it, and start to understand how you 
could increase your score by looking at a 
certain screen at a certain time. Even the 
motion controls will start to feel natural 
as you get the hang of the game and start 
experimenting with ways to increase your 
score, like turning back to pick off enemies 
that you missed. Part of the fun of the game 
is finding all kinds of new strategies based 
on how you use the two screens.” > 











ABOVE This All-Range battle 
takes place at the end of a 
corridor-based stage and 
features a handful of allies 
along with both ground 
and air units to take down. 
LEFT You can now lock the 
camera to a target in order 
to keep track of it in busier 
battles. This is especially 
useful if the sneaky Pigma 
manages to get behind you 
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ABOVE Along with the Arwing 
and its bipedal variation, 
you'll also get to pilot the 
Landmaster and a hovering 
ship called the Gyrowing, 
which can deploy a tethered, 
item-gathering ROB probe. 
RIGHT It will take practice 
before you're swooping 
through arches and picking 
off tanks, but the game's 
controls start to make more 


Е 
sense after a few missions 7 
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An All-Range battle 
within the vicinity of 
a large space station 
demonstrates Zero's 
newfound capacity 
for spectacle. Ships 
swarm the screen and 
explode spectacularly, 
while your allies will 
call out for help when 
they can't shake a tail. 
Other craft thunder 
past your canopy as 
you make your way to 
a target, and battles 
appear to be raging 
all around you as you 
tumble through space 
— any of which you 
can decide to take 
part in. For the most 
part, cutscenes now 
play out in real time, 
too, and you can 
continue playing on 
the GamePad screen 
while cinematics 
occupy the TV. And 
despite its age and 
chunky angles, the 
Arwing remains a 
timeless ship design. 





STAR FOX 
ZERO 


Zero doubles up in other ways, too. There 
are two main gameplay types in the current 
build, both of which are familiar: Corridor 
Mode, in which you fly into the screen, and 
All-Range Mode, which first appeared in Lylat 
Wars (AKA Star Fox 64) and frees you to zip 
about in any direction you choose. But the 
new aiming system, which allows you to train 
your guns on targets not directly ahead of the 
Arwing’s nose, adds greater flexibility to both. 

“In previous Star Fox games, you could 
only attack in the direction you were flying 
in,” notes PlatinumGames’ director on Zero, 
Yusuke Hashimoto. “But this time, using the 
full view on the TV screen and the cockpit 
view on the GamePad, you can also fire in 
directions other than the one you're flying in. 
The levels have been designed in such a way 
that you'll really need to make use of the 
GamePad's gyro sensor.” 

Focusing on the main screen while trying 
to aim and steer through obstacles feels 
woolly at times, lacking the precision you'll 
want in a firefight, whereas concentrating 
on the GamePad allows for exacting shots at 
the cost of some degree of environmental 
awareness. Yet as Zero stands, its reliance on 
Wii U's controller isn't quite natural enough: 
we continually re-centre the GamePad by 
clicking the left stick, since the constant 
need to move the bulky pad around has us 
drifting out of alignment as we play. 

Some of that heft is given over to speakers, 
of course, and Zero uses these for 3D audio. 
Although two noisy conference show-floor 
demos hardly showcase this ideally, Hayashi 
promises that the effect will be like having 
Falco and co right in your ear. “I hope you'll 
turn up the volume and make the most of 
this new audio experience," he says. 


Zero's visual style, however, seems 
far less ambitious. There are some fantastic 
touches — such as the moment when the 
camera zooms in and the action enters a 
short slow-motion phase as we buzz Pigma 
Dengar's ship during a dogfight — but the 
game references its predecessors to such an 
extent that it can feel underwhelming. It's 
hard not to compare Zero to the astonishing 
Wii U makeover that Mario Kart received, 
and in that sense it comes up short. 


“We decided to have two screens 
displaying 3D graphics at 60 frames per 
second," Hayashi explains. *It was this and a 
few other factors, including it being the first 
time players will be using two screens like 
this on the Wii U, that led us to decide to 
base the graphical design on Lylat Wars. But 
I'm sure that seeing the Arwing, which 
everyone is so familiar with, transform 
naturally into a land-based Walker will be 
a fun and exciting new experience." 

Taken from the never-released Star Fox 2, 
the ability to morph at the press of a button 
into bipedal, chicken-legged form allows for 
shifts in approach and grants the ability to 
stay still — though it would be unwise to hang 
about for long, given the amount of enemy 
guns normally trained on you at any one time. 
Controlling the Walker is responsive, and 
gyroscopic aiming a clearer fit for its more 
restrained mode of locomotion, but the main 








The game references its 
predecessors to such an extent 
that it can feel underwhelming 





benefit is the new paths it opens up. While 
Zero's progression is mostly linear, without 
branching routes as such, a boss battle with a 
heavily fortified construction can be bested 
by either shooting out its guns from the air 
or zipping inside via a concealed entrance 
and bombarding the core with the Walker. 
Given the nostalgia attached to the series, 
perhaps it's inevitable that Zero disappoints 
on first contact. Nintendo and Platinum have 
included all the right beats and a sprinkling of 
novel ideas, yet much here is familiar from 
1997. It's not just about aesthetics — besides, 
Hashimoto tells us that a newer build of the 
game features enhanced visuals — but having 
waited so long for a sequel, there's a nagging 
sense that Zero's moment may have passed 
already. Like Splatoon before it, perhaps the 
game will come into focus once we've had 
enough time to properly adjust to its unique 
control scheme. We've yet to log enough 
hours in the cockpit to know for certain, 
but since Zero is due before the end of the 
year, it won't be long before we do. Ш 
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Dinosaurs in Ark don't exist 
for flavour; they're integral 
to the multiplayer economy. 
A tamed and’saddled lizard 
can be ridden, set to guard 
property, or tank a boss. 
Their loyalty also extends to 
your whole tribe, providing 
that they can be cared for 
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ARK: SURVIVAL 
EVOLVED 


This survivaFRPG crossbreed has escaped 
containment into the hands of modders 


Publisher 
Developer 
Format 
Origin 
Release 


pen-world survival mixed with 
О crafting and available now via Early 

Access: it’s the call that millions 
who by now might know better still find 
themselves helpless to ignore. Ark: Survival 
Evolved sold over one million copies in its first 
month and yet is built on a familiar formula. 
Anyone bailing on Rust or Stranded Deep in 
search of something less rough-and-ready 
will intuit the rules, punching trees for wood, 
rocks for stone, and dodos for meat. They'll 
take these materials and use an in-game 
recipe book to spawn tools that beget bigger, 
pointier tools with which to fend off 
dinosaurs and provoke the neighbours. 
En masse, however, small departures from 
the template suggest that there may be more 
than swagger behind the subtitle. This is 
evolution through interbreeding rather 
than spontaneous change: each of Ark’s core 
systems has imbibed some part of the RPG, 
from player progression and crafting to death 
itself. Ark’s vocabulary shares almost as much 





with MMOGs as survival sims, packing in 
tribes (guilds), rideable reptiles, and a defined 
endgame for those who want closure. A low- 
level group boss named Broodmother is 
already in place to provide the latter. 





Studio Wildcard 
In-house 

PC, PS4, Xbox One 

05 

Out now (Early Access) 


“Let me say that I don’t think it’s a 
problem for players who want that [traditional 
survival] gameplay,” says Wildcard Studios 
co-creative director Jesse Rapczak. “But to 
open survival up to those types of players who 
want more of a progression or more of a point 
to what they've done, I think it's good and it's 
important to provide that. Where we've tried 
to differentiate with Ark is to give that reason 
to play that's not just, ‘I need to eat more, 
drink more, protect myself from the weather?" 


As tradition dictates, upon selecting 
your first server, you wake on a beach with 
nothing, not even clothes. The next few 
minutes involve some dabbling in the 
shallows, some pressing E to extract berries 
from vegetation, and some fleeing from the 

T rex you spawned by. Then the unexpected 
occurs: you level up, and a point becomes 
available to boost your stat of preference, 
including health, lung capacity and crafting 
speed. Also unlocked are points to invest in 
*engrams; neurobiological jargon (appropriated 
by Scientology) that slyly justifies your 
sudden mastery of bushcraft. Engrams are 
the staple recipes that chew up resources and 
spit out axes, walls, spears and smithies. № 
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The deeper into the default 
island's woods and caves 
you venture, the hungrier 
the glares you'll feel on your 
neck. Not that the starting 
beaches are a safe haven: 

T rexes and venom-spitting 
dilophosaurs treat them 

as a buffet of fresh meat 





Jesse Rapczak, Ark's 
co-creative director 





44 


ARK: SURVIVAL 
EVOLVED 


Crucially, you can’t learn them all, meaning 
you’ll need to work with others if you’re to 
stay ahead of dinosaur and human predators. 
Meet your end, however, and though your 
items will be long gone by the time you find 
your body, this knowledge stays with you. 

Death is intended to be less demoralising 
while still something to fear. Like an MMOG, 
Ark aims to keep people logging on even after 
catastrophic defeat, their level and knowledge 
a public display of commitment. And yet Ark 
servers still easily become petri dishes for the 
savage behaviour of fellow players, and Steam 
reviews make it clear that there’s discomfort 
with the loss and unpleasant encounters that 
can result from free-looting PVP. 

“We’ve done a lot to make it a very 
community-driven game,” Rapczak says. “It’s 
community choice on any given server on how 
you want to play. Now, that being said, the 
average person who’s never played a survival 
game before and joins an official server may 
be a little bit shocked by what PVP survival 
games mean and what our default mode is!” 


Ark’s solution is twofold: in addition to 
handing admins a full toolbox with which to 
customise their servers, characters can be 
transferred to any other server that allows 
immigration. If you invest 20 hours before 
Hannibal Lecter suddenly moves in next door, 
leaving the neighbourhood won’t cost you 
your progress. And it’s not just admins being 
invited to tinker — Ark’s Unreal Engine 4 
modding kit is already in public hands. 

“This is the Minecraft generation,” Rapczak 
says. “A lot of people in this industry have 
come from modding and got their first start 
in modding, and so there is a huge wealth of 
talent there. People are planning to create 
entirely different games inside of Ark, which 
is completely possible with the mod tools, 
and this stuff couldn’t make us any happier.” 

That focus on longevity and community is 
what Wildcard intends to set Ark apart from 
other games enjoying dino-vogue. Horizon: 
Zero Dawn’s blend of survival and spectacle 
may have the rapt attention of PS4 owners, 
but Rapczak is grateful that Early Access 
allows Wildcard to postpone that kind of 
polish, making personal and collective 
attainment Ark’s priority. Its tameable beasts 


are Warcraftian status symbols as well as 
deadly predators, while top-level blueprints 
(distinct from engrams and a way to save your 
commitment there for other skills) can only 
be discovered in dark corners of the default 
island map. The random stats bonuses they 
offer might be seen as a cynical attempt to 
increase Ark’s lifespan, but serve a secondary 
purpose of drawing people out to explore a 
dangerous hand-made world, a risk that's 
either unnecessary or uninteresting in the 
game's procedurally generated cousins. 
Wildcard is well aware that the community 
isn't always on-side when it comes to Early 
Access. When you occupy the same space as 
The Stomping Land, which fossilised mid- 
development, every update is nerve-racking. 
Rapczak estimates two-thirds of Wildcard's 
resources are spent reacting to feedback, the 
remainder going on feature updates, such as 
the forthcoming swamp and snow biomes. 





Rapczak estimates two-thirds 
of Wildcard's resources are 
spent reacting to feedback 





“Our team has been trying to make people 
understand that we are not one of those 
[high-profile failures]. We've got our partners 
on console and Steam — they know what our 
ship dates are. We're pushing for a target of 
next June; we're pushing to end Early Access 
tinkering by the end of this year. We've really 
tried to treat it as a phase of development 
that we're exiting at a given time" 

The hunger for unfinished games offering 
primal survival and dinosaurs suggests that 
hitting release alone might be enough, but 
Wildcard is also investing in the dead space 
that comes after survival — what happens 
when the environment has been mastered. At 
this stage, much is drawing-board ambition, 
and whether this vision for an endgame will 
get players cooperating and competing as 
intended is unknown. But it no longer has to: 
even if future updates fail to grip, or Studio 
Wildcard folds, positioning Ark as a platform 
for modders and admins at the peak of its 
hype has guaranteed that survival won't come 
through this process without new traits. ІШ 





Primeval time 


Immediately after 
Ark's release into the 
wild, it dominated 
Twitch's most-viewed 
streams, rarely 
slipping from the top 
ten for a few weeks. 
For a game that 
demands more of 
communities than 
lone survivors, such 
willingness by players 
to broadcast their 
experience is a 
publicist's dream – 
word-of-mouth 
marketing on a global 
scale. Ark's time as 
the go-to material for 
streamers wasn't all 
providence, of course: 
a sign of the times, 
Studio Wildcard made 
the first move, 
corralling select 
streamers for 
prelaunch coverage 
that encouraged the 
habit. "It's been great 
for us," Rapczak says. 
"Our development 
team will pop in and 
get feedback and talk 
to those streamers as 
well. We've built fun 
relationships with 
those guys; we really 
enjoy that kind of 
back and forth." 


TOP Flying is the fastest 

and most impressive way 
to travel, a great leathery 
symbol demonstrating that 
you somehow pulled a 
pteranodon from the sky 
and tamed it by force- 
feeding it a mixture of 
narcotics and meat. It's an 
effective method, if not 
exactly on par with Avatar. 
MAIN Do not provoke 
dimorphodons. Though 
docile, when attacked they 
flock and fight to the death. 
RIGHT Currently, the tech tree 
ranges from pointy sticks to 
rocket launchers and gun 
turrets. The diversity is at 
once alluring and frustrating, 
driving players onwards to 
ever-more-outlandish 
hardware while making it 
harder for stick-wielding 
newcomers to survive 


TOP Ark’s final release will 
offer “а grand adventure”, 
as Rapczak puts it, on top of 
the framework. Those tribes 
so inclined will begin to 
unravel the mysteries of the 
great obelisks and alien 
devices that dot the island. 
ABOVE CENTRE The game has 
a pristine, hyperreal beauty 
to it, all saturated colour and 
burning sunsets. It's a strain 
оп the GPU, however, and 
Studio Wildcard is working 
with Nvidia to bring the 
minimum specs down as a 
priority. It'll have to if Ark is 
to hit consoles as planned. 
ABOVE Dodos are destined 
for extinction, being the first 
defenceless creature most 
players will clobber to death. 
They can be tamed, if only to 
provide a tasty distraction 
should something bigger 
stomp its way over 
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RAINBOW 
SIX SIEGE 


Ubisoft brings ће 


down on gener 


Publisher 
Developer 
Format 
Origin 
Release 


bisoft’s now-cancelled Rainbow Six: 
Patriots was the sort of game in which 
you ‘Press square to kiss wife’ Rainbow 
Six Siege divorces itself from that rocky 
marriage of scripting and agency. Where 
Patriots was a cover shooter in which you 
just happened to look like a trained counter- 
terrorist, in Siege you have to play like one. 

“We rebooted the project in January 2013 
and had a new team come together around a 
base idea of taking Rainbow Six back, exploring 
what made this franchise tick,” game designer 
Andrew Witts tells us. “It was really always 
about one team breaching a stronghold and 
making defenders in the stronghold aware 
that the attackers are coming.” 

Terrohunt diverges from the big-budget 
shooter’s typical set-piece-packed campaign 
trail. These self-enclosed scenarios are 
bound together by a plot in which Six (played 
by Angela Bassett) reactivates the long- 
dormant Rainbow programme to combat the 
White Masks, a terrorist threat that strikes 
at the world’s major cities seemingly without 
motive. As squad leader, you must assemble 
a squad of operatives from real-world 
counter-terrorist units, such as the Marines, 
SAS, GIGN and Spetsnaz, to take them down. 

The location and mission parameters 
change but the philosophy is always the same: 
you and up to four others, whether human or 





breaching hammer 


ic cover shooting 


Ubisoft 

In-house (Montreal) 
PC, PS4, Xbox One 
Canada 

October 13 


Al, infiltrate an area swarming with enemies 
to complete an objective. In Terrohunt Classic 
the counter-insurgents must eliminate every 
threat, a task made more edgy by a lack of 
respawns. This is a game about cautiously 
scanning the scenery for signs of movement 
and advancing with a stealthy crouch-walk. 
When just a few bullets can incapacitate you, 
the most effective techniques involve leaning 
around walls, checking the corners, and 
letting the guy with the riot shield go in first. 


Disarm Bomb requires new strategies. 
Once you’ve located the explosive, you’ll plant 
a disarming device and then have to fend off 
attacks from waves of enemies who know 
your position. In one round, our team trains 
its sights on the doors of an oval office as 
White Masks smash through the windows. 
In the next standoff, they coordinate a pincer 
movement by synchronising wood-splintering 
breaches through glossy panelled walls. The 
tempo slows and the tension thickens before 
erupting into scenes of player-driven action. 
Enemy archetypes call for tactical 
versatility, too. Engineers, for example, handle 
fortifications, laying down speed-sapping 
barbed-wire barricades that need to be 





avoided or meleed out of existence, while 
lightly armoured Roamers are the pitbulls of 
the pack, always on the move. Watch out » 





Game designer 
Andrew Witts 


ABOVE It’s inadvisable 
to split up, given how 
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ABOVE Beyond your typical 
stance, you can go prone, 
roll over to shoot from belly 
or back, and lean around 
corners. If you're in а 
showboating kind of mood, 
you can even invert your 
body while rappelling. 

TOP RIGHT You can break 
through the majority of 
surfaces, but to prevent all- 
out chaos, Ubisoft doesn't 
permit the game's buildings 
to buckle or collapse. 

MAIN Although the locations 
are small, their malleable 
confines give you lots of 
freedom. Maps are designed 
to let players creatively 
restructure them with 
sledgehammers, breaching 
charges and Thermite. 
BELOW LEFT Angela Bassett 
plays Six, deputy director 

of the Rainbow counter- 
terrorism unit. The Golden 
Globe-winning actress of 
American Horror Story and 
What's Love Got To Do With 
It fame took part in both 
performance and facial 
capture for the character. 
BELOW RIGHT Work on 
Hereford Base began in 
2013. "It's been through 
more iteration than anything 
[else]," Witts explains. 

"All of the foundations 

of Rainbow Six Siege 

were born on that map" 
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RAINBOW SIX SIEGE 


for the Alpha, a shielded foe strapped into a 
bomb vest. He’ll charge at you and detonate, 
so concentrated fire is needed to drop him. 
Higher difficulties introduce harsher, but 
still fair, challenges. On Realistic, you might 
need to rescue an NPC in Extract Hostage 
within two minutes rather than four, or face 
increased enemy forces in Protect Asset. 
While they'll shoot more precisely and evade 
more capably, enemies never take more bullets 
to kill. With diverse enemies and randomised 
elements, Terrohunt is an organic alternative 
to the traditional rollercoaster campaign ride. 


Ubisoft Montreal is taking PVP 
seriously, too. In competitive games, one team 
of five hunkers down in a room as another 
team of five tries to get in and either defuse 
the bomb they’re protecting or kill them all. 
The first phase lasts a minute and involves 
the attackers sending drones up stairs, through 
air vents and between legs as they attempt 

to pinpoint every defender. Maps aren’t big 
enough for players to stay isolated for long, 
but the time also gives the defending team 

a chance to barricade doors and windows. 

Each class has a unique role, character 
model, backstory and loadout. For the 
defenders, Castle erects durable Kevlar 
barricades; Smoke remotely detonates 
chemical gas; Pulse tracks opponents’ 
heartbeats; Rook drops Kevlar vests for 
teammates; and Mute can knock out 
electronics with a jammer device. For the 
attackers, Thermite carries breach charges to 
rip through walls too sturdy for a rifle butt; 
Ash fires a long-distance breach charge for 
when getting too close is a bad idea; 
Thatcher’s got EMP grenades to knock out 
nearby electronics for a period of time; and 
Twitch can operate a drone via a wrist- 
mounted screen, shocking troops and 
disabling traps. In addition to ten Operators, 
you’ve also got access to the Recruit, who is 
more of a blank-slate character and can be 
assigned a more customised loadout. 

“We designed the game to be a sandbox 
where players can express their creativity, and 
with the asymmetrical gameplay they can do 
it on attack or they can do it on defence,” 
Witts says. “We also wanted to be all about 
strategy and communication, where teams are 


communicating and being creative and 
planning things out tactically on the fly 
in the heat of battle. The better team to 
communicate and execute will win.” Both 
forethought and flexibility are key. 

In one corner are the defenders, paranoid, 
huddled in a room with eyes glued to every 
conceivable entrance. From the other emerge 
attackers on the hunt, desperately working 
out how to get in before the four-minute time 
limit elapses. Team-specific gadgets draw 
players into certain mindsets. Defenders’ 
access to the heartbeat sensor invites them to 
nervously scan their surroundings; attackers’ 
camera drones provide the feeling of poking 
into opponents’ defences like a cat sticking its 
claws into a mouse hole. This dynamic feels 
fresh, a standoff where the build-up to the 
action is just as thrilling as the action itself. 

But Ubisoft is keen to refine gameplay 
balance and netcode ahead of an October 





Terrohunt is an organic 
alternative to the traditional 
rollercoaster campaign ride 





release. Witts says his team is tweaking hit 
detection and ballistics, and looking at adding 
a delay to the heartbeat sensor to dampen 

its effectiveness. “The whole game is going 
through a balancing phase based on us playing 
every day,” he says. “We’re a game that has а 
lot of online functionality. With Terrohunt 
being matchmade, and also that whole PVP 
offering, the matchmaking needs to work off 
the bat. That's why we're opening it up to as 
many people as possible for the beta, so we 
can stress our servers, stress-test everything, 
our whole online piece of the game, so that 
when we launch there's no surprise" 

What is surprising is how Rainbow Six 
Siege gets the series back on track. Most 
multiplayer firstperson shooters deal in 
symmetrical warfare where two equally 
skilled, equally armed characters clash on 
battlefields specifically designed to prevent 
either side having an overt advantage. Ubisoft 
spectacularly restructures this dynamic and 
invites you — in tense, tight, tactical and very 
destructible standoffs — to do the same. Ш 








Generation 


game 


To keep the action 
unpredictable in 
Terrohunt, the team 
has developed a 
proprietary piece of 
technology it's calling 
the Siege Generator. 
Not only does this 
randomise enemy 
archetypes, but also 
their spawn locations, 
the fortifications 
they erect, the barbed 
wire they lay, and 

the C4 booby traps 
they drop. Objective 
placements are 
different each time, 
too. In one match you 
might have to seek 
out and disarm a 
bomb on the top floor 
of a building. In the 
next, it could be in 
the basement, which 
calls for a completely 
different approach. 
You'll have to learn 
to adapt and make 
tactical decisions as 
you go, but you'll 
find it pays to learn 
the ins and outs of all 
11 Terrohunt maps. 
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PlatinumGames’ 
Hideki Kamiya 


SCALEBOUND 


Xbox One's exclusive actionJRPG doesn't want for scale 


ideki Kamiya starts his presentation 
H of a pre-alpha Scalebound by stressing 

that, even though the session will focus 
on combat, this isn’t a traditional action 
game, but an action-RPG. The game channels 
Kamiya’s work on Okami as much as it does 
Bayonetta, then, and we’re promised a vast 
world in which to showboat. 

At the centre of Scalebound are two figures: 
Drew, a cocksure, headphone-sporting guy 
from Earth who finds himself transported 
to the world of Draconis, and a hulking great 
dragon named Thuban (pronounced ‘too- 
bahn’). The pair have become bonded, sharing 
a single life force, and the story will focus 
on their developing relationship. 

The bond has imbued Drew with powers, 
allowing him to draw from an energy source 
known as The Pulse. Via his now-scaly arm, 
he can fire blasts of energy and punch really 
hard. Thuban, meanwhile, is AI-controlled 
and, according to Kamiya, “acts on its own 
wishes" but players are able to use commands 
to guide it to targets, ask for protection, or 
get it to hold back from the fray. 

We see how the system works during a 
battle in a large valley full of gnarled trees. 
Following an encounter with a few bands of 
small enemies, a giant mantis rocks up to 
even the odds. The spectacular fight that 
ensues has the central duo working together 
to topple the behemoth. Drew uses a stun 
mine to temporarily paralyse the beast, 
allowing Thuban to get in close, and then the 
human launches himself onto the insect’s 
oversized leg, hacking at it with his sword. 
Transforming into dragon form increases his 
strength temporarily, making short work of 
the appendage. After severing two more, Drew 
orders Thuban to deliver the finishing blow, 
which the dragon does via its breath attack. 

Once fallen, some enemies’ bodies will 
calcify, allowing Drew to carve out red gems — 
the game’s currency. For smaller beasts, 
however, Thuban’s attack is so powerful that 
it will destroy all trace of them, meaning that 


a 


е 


you’ll have to pick between letting the dragon 
easily clear your path or ordering it to stay 
back to turn a profit. You won’t have that 
choice in all spaces, though, since Thuban is 
too big for some areas. During one section, 
Drew moves into a fracture in the rock while 
Thuban hovers outside, just out of range. 


But the pair’s shared life force makes 
straying too far apart unwise. If Thuban is 
hurt badly, its condition will quickly decline 
and it'll begin to calcify. If Drew can get back 
to his partner in time, he's able to use his 
Pulse powers to reverse the damage, but if 
Thuban expires then so will he. While the 
serpent can't return the healing favour, it 
can be requested to swoop in and protect 
Drew if he finds himself in serious trouble. 
It's not only during combat that you'll 
have to call on Thuban's power, and in one 
example we see it destroy a tangle of giant 
tree roots that are obstructing the gate to a 
dungeon. You'll also be able to call on aid from 
up to three other friends, but Kamiya isn't yet 
ready to discuss the details of online co-op 
play. It's one of many murky details and, given 
the demo's focus and the pre-alpha state of 
the build, it's difficult to foresee exactly how 
these combat systems will fill out the dozen 
of hours that this JRPG will span. But Kamiya 
hints at a structure that borrows a little from 
Destiny and the MMORPG template. 
“Bayonetta can be seen as a shorter cycle 
game — you may want to go back and hone 
your skills a bit more, or you might be so 
satisfied that you've completed it that that 
can be the end of it,” he says. “Same goes for 
a game like Okami. Now, with Scalebound, 
because the world is so large, my hope is that 
[players won't just] go from beginning to end 
and that's it. There are so many [sidequests] 
that we're going to be sprinkling throughout 
this vast world that I hope you'll go back to 
dungeons and pick up items that weren't 
available to you at that time, and want to 
clear it in a different way" M 





Lizard skins 


Dragons are 
customisable, and 
you'll be able to outfit 
them with various 
armour sets - some 
bought from shops, 
others found out in 
the field. Heavier 

sets will, predictably, 
provide greater 
protection at the cost 
of movement speed, 
while lighter sets will 
allow a more 
vulnerable Thuban 

to quickly get in hits. 
You're also able to 
change the element 
Thuban uses - it 
breathes fire during 
our demo, but a video 
shows it using ice, 
and Kamiya promises 
other breath types, 
too. There will also be 
plenty of weapons for 
Drew to use in place 
of his standard sword 
and bow. Kamiya 
adds: "This is just 
scratching the surface 
of what to expect 
from the variety of 
weapons, dragon 
armour and how deep 
the customisation is." 


TOP Kamiya hasn't shared 

any details on how players 
will travel around the vast 
world, but cutscenes show 


Drew riding Thuban in flight. 


RIGHT The game's UI isn't 
pictured, but it shows 
Drew's currently equipped 
weapon in the bottom-left 
corner of the screen, along 
with a durability meter that 
governs the tool's use 


ABOVE The game is currently 
at pre-alpha stage, but 
doesn't yet exhibit much 
personality beyond the 
brash persona of its human 
lead. Other than those 
headphones, there's little 
here that doesn't draw 

on generic fantasy parts. 
LEFT Drew exhibits a level 

of self-confidence similar 

to Bayonetta, but from 
what we've seen of him, he 
doesn't carry it off as well. 
Thuban, meanwhile, is a 
confident ally that can make 
short work of weak enemies 
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DARK SOULS 


The Souls series benefits from a Bloodborne transfusion 


mid all of the excitement surrounding 

our first look at Dark Souls III at E3, we 

didn’t spend a long time fretting over 
what might happen if FromSoftware’s series 
took a little bit too much influence from the 
magnificent Bloodborne. After all, these are 
two distinct entities, with their own rules and 
arrangements, and surely Hidetaka Miyazaki 
wouldn’t blur the lines to the point of 
obscuring the identities of either. And yet 
this new encounter with Dark Souls III feels, 
at first, a little too brisk. The series’ pace 
is so deeply embedded in our bones by now 
that any deviation feels harshly pronounced, 
but fortunately it’s a sensation that passes, 
and we’re soon admiring how well a touch 
of Bloodborne’s DNA is incorporated here. 

Our first run takes place in an area called 

the Wall Of Lodeleth, a crumbling battlement 
overlooking a grey stone castle that’s topped 


with tall, red-brick spires and set against 

a pale yellow sky. It’s a location that 
simultaneously recalls Bloodborne’s Yharnam 
and Demon’s Souls’ Boletarian Palace, and 
the result is hauntingly beautiful. The 
environment is intricate and richly detailed, 





and as we hop down from a broken wooden 
platform to light the first bonfire, there’s an 
immediate sense of familiarity. 


That doesn’t prevent us from 
becoming embroiled in hubris-catalysed 
blood-letting after we barrel into a tall, 
sword-wielding Hollow too enthusiastically, 
though. A couple of backward rolls and a 
panicked swig from our Estus flask spares us 
a trip back to the bonfire and, lesson well and 
truly relearnt, we raise our shield and proceed. 
Progress might be more halting than in 
Bloodborne (which is as it should be), but our 





Dark Souls IIl introduces а 
new Stances system that 
allows for special attacks. 
The Ready Stance seen here 
allows the player to rush 
forward and guard break 








ABOVE CENTRE Тһе Dancer 


Of The Frigid Valley boss 
sets the area alight with a 
fizzing, flaming scimitar. 
ABOVE Miyazaki claims that 
bows will be more effective 
this time around. The short 
option, in particular, has had 
its rate of fire cranked up 


This polearm knight moves 
with disarming speed, 
pummelling our raised shield 
and quickly emptying our 
stamina bar. He's still 
vulnerable to a perfectly 
executed parry, however 








character feels noticeably more agile than 
those of past Souls games, even once we 

find a greatsword. It's clear that Miyazaki is 
unafraid to up the pace a little in the wake of 
his recent project, and Dark Souls III benefits 
from a shift to the middle ground between 
Hunter and former Chosen Undead. This 
newfound litheness is countered by some 
astonishingly aggressive and fast-moving 
enemies, however, and you'll need to make 
judicious use of your shield — and, of course, 
parrying. Don't think you'll be running 

rings around Dark Souls III's horrors just 
because you can roll a little faster now. 

One such encounter sees us caught off 
guard on a rooftop, drawn by the piercing 
glow of an item protected by a handful of 
Hollows. After dispatching a couple, one 
erupts into a large mass of flailing serpentine 
heads in a manner that resembles Bloodborne's 
Snake Parasites. This new creature, along 
with others we encounter, appears to be made 
up of spectral matted black hair, drawing 
further comparisons to Bloodborne by way 
of the 2015 game's Cleric and Wolf Beasts. 


Dark Souls III also throws larger groups 
of enemies at you — at one point we’re 
swarmed by reinforcements called in by the 
screeching of a hooded, lantern-holding 
creature hiding in the corner of a dark room — 
and while shrewd kiting remains an option, 
the game also introduces crowd-managing 
area-of-effect attacks when dual-wielding 
certain weapons. Holding a Legion Scimitar 
in each hand grants you a spinning blade 


LEFT Dual-wielding weapons 
can help you out in a tight 
spot, and showcase the 
additional litres of claret 
that have been introduced. 
BELOW While the game's 
pace has generally been 
upped, there are still plenty 
of larger, lumbering beasts 
waiting to flatten you 





attack that damages several enemies at once, 
for example. A slight delay between triggering 
the attack and it beginning ensures that it 
isn't overpowered, and that careful timing 
remains essential — especially given that 
you're easily staggered within the window 

of the wind-up animation. 

While the introduction of such moves 
may be controversial, Souls veterans can take 
solace in the fact that Miyazaki is personally 
overseeing world design, and that there will 
be no world hub. Dark Souls П world will 
be entirely interconnected (bar, we imagine, 
some offshoots along the lines of The Painted 





Miyazaki is personally 
overseeing world design, and 
there will be no world hub 





World Of Ariamis), and the labyrinthine 
design of the Wall Of Lodeleth proves an 
encouraging first taste of this return to 
Dark Souls design principles. 

As does the arrival, early on, of a colossal 
dragon, which destructively perches on the 
top of a tower and proceeds to cut off our 
path with a torrent of fiery breath. It also 
nets us a few easy souls by incinerating the 
creatures guarding the bridge below the tower, 
and we try our luck at dashing down a dicey 
detour between exhalations. It's a sequence 
that calls back to a memorable moment from 
the first game, and feels like an explicit offer 
of reassurance from Miyazaki. 

Bloodborne is an astonishing respin on 
Souls’ components, but after its frantic and 
belligerent combat, it's a pleasure to return 
to territory that must be eked out a few 
nervous steps at a time. Ш 








Soul calibre 


Dark Souls Il took 

into account the 

total number of 

souls acquired by a 
character, a system 
that could quickly 
level fastidious or 
grind-happy players 
out of the multiplayer 
running in early areas. 
However, Miyazaki 
has confirmed that 
the only criteria for 
co-op and PVP 
matchmaking in 

Dark Souls IlI will be 
players' Soul Level 
and not, as in the 
second game, Soul 
Memory. Another 
change from 

Dark Souls Il is the 
apparent absence of 
lifegems, leaving life 
replenishment mostly 
a task for your Estus 
flask, just as it was in 
the first game in the 
series. Meanwhile, the 
character upgrade 
system will apparently 
be an "upgraded 
version" of the one 
seen in the original. 
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GUILD WARS 2: 
HEART OF THORNS 


Every rose has its thorny community backlash 


he communities surrounding online 

games are an infamously rambunctious 

lot. Put out a Collector’s Edition with all 
the trimmings part way through the life of 
your persistent world and you could find an 
army of longterm fans at the gates, wondering 
where exactly their new emotes have got to. 

This very scenario unfolded almost 

simultaneously for two conceptually similar 
games in June. Bungie went first, its pricing 
strategy for Destiny: The Taken King sending 
fans into a frenzy when, speaking at E3, the 
expansion’s creative director seemed to goad 
players into throwing money at the game rather 
than try to persuade them of its worth. Back 
in Bellevue, Washington — the city Bungie 
also calls home — Guild Wars 2 developer 
ArenaNet had an almost identical problem. 
The PC MMOG's first major expansion, Heart 
Of Thorns, had just been priced up for pre- 


purchase and suddenly the most dedicated 
parts of the playerbase were far from happy. 
ArenaNet reacted almost instantly. Within 
days, it had offered refunds to those who 
had found the pricing system confusing and 
erroneously purchased the base game thinking 
that it would be necessary to upgrade to the 
expansion (the base game is included). It also 
promised to gift veterans the character slots 
that were originally only available to players 
forking out for Heart Of Thorns’ Ultimate 
Edition and all its tempting extras. 


ArenaNet, then, clearly listens to what 
its most ardent fans are saying when it comes 
to its business model. Likewise, it took just 

a day to rejig the game's in-game currency to 
align more readily with player expectations 
after a patch last year. Look a little deeper, and 
it becomes apparent that the team is actively 











ABOVE CENTRE This dragon 
can only be reached safely 
by using a new Mastery, 
the ability to glide, which 
is unlocked through play 
in the game's newest area. 
ABOVE Veteran players will 
be happy to learn that the 
precursor weapons needed 
to build Guild Wars 2's 
infamously hard-to-craft 
Legendary weapons are 
now craftable themselves. 
BELOW LEFT The Revenant 
profession allows players 
to activate a set of abilities 
that harness the spirits of 
long-dead Tyrian heroes. 
Best scrub up on the lore 


Тһе PVP offering is being 
boosted with an additional 
mode, Stronghold, a lane- 
based battle for territory 
which feels as MOBA-esque 
in play as it looks on paper 








pushing its community into making its mark 
on Guild Wars 2’s game world, too. 

About a year ago, the game’s living story, 
which revolves around an episodic mission 
structure, updated fortnightly, took players 
through a steadily escalating series of events 
that culminated in the utter destruction of 
the game world’s largest city hub. Guild Wars 
2’s equivalent of Destiny’s Tower, Lion’s Arch, 
was demolished during a terrorist attack by 
an antagonist called Scarlet Briar. Players 
logged in to see refugees of the city being 
ushered outside (often by other players in 
limited-time dynamic events), and mull 
over the obliteration of once-familiar shop 
frontages they had perused so often. 


The reason for this destruction, beyond 
the emotional impact of seeing your favourite 
auction house merchant booted out, has only 
just become clear. Recently, ArenaNet sent 
emails to all account holders asking for their 
input into the city’s rebuilding efforts. Which 
monuments should be constructed and in 
whose memory? How should this area look? 
Should certain districts be left as they were, 
or should the studio take this opportunity 

to improve upon its traditional designs? 

By late June, players were able to log in and 
see the new-look Lion’s Arch for themselves, 
with the elements, buildings and imposing 
central plateau that they had voted for and 
contributed towards. What they got was a 
city they felt they could own. Even World 
Of Warcraft, which pioneered much of the 
MMOG genre and actively introduced player- 


ArenaNet has expanded the 
Guild Wars 2 cast over the 
course of the past two years, 
letting you form an almost 
traditional JRPG-style gaggle 
of NPCs for story missions 


owned garrisons as a mechanic in its Warlords 
Of Draenor expansion, couldn’t give its players 
as keen a sense of ownership over its world. 
It’s an eternal problem for the MMOG, but 
ArenaNet has proved that all it takes to solve 
is to give the community a voice and to listen. 
And ownership of your own slice of Tyria 
is about to be taken even further. With Heart 
Of Thorns, you’ll be able to join up with your 
guild members to push into a new area, the 
Maguuma Jungle, and capture a piece of it to 
function as your own Guild Hall. You will also 
be able to band together with fellow players to 
aid in the construction of Guild Hall features, 
such as taverns, workshops and war rooms. 
When you step outside, though, an unlockable 
glider is available to carry you among the 
boughs and ruins of this towering, layered 
tropical zone, furthering your search for 
Mastery orbs to spend on abilities beyond 
level 80, including upgrades to that glider. 





An unlockable glider is ready 
fo carry you among the 
boughs of this towering zone 





While that level cap won’t be seeing an 
increase (ArenaNet never has been a fan of 
assigning ever-larger numbers to progression, 
capping the original Guild Wars at level 20 
and not once upping it in a decade-long span), 
you'll still have a chance to further grow your 
characters beyond its ceiling. A new elite class 
system, which sees existing types such as 
Elementalist and Ranger evolve into forms 
such as Tempest and Druid, ensures veterans 
and newcomers alike will have something to 
aim for. Longtime adherents needn't feel that 
the work they've put in has been undermined, 
while newcomers will have exciting paths to 
aim for when starting from scratch. 

Destiny's biggest achievement is bringing 
ММОС paradigms into the mainstream, but 
the community-facing problems that Bungie 
has encountered along the way are hardly new. 
These are problems that Guild Wars 2 and 
its first major expansion are ably proving 
solvable, simply by putting the player's 
wants and needs before the bottom line. Ш 





Bad kitty 


ArenaNet's strategy 
for community 
management might 
entail attentive 
listening, but that 
doesn't mean it puts 
up with trolls, racists 
or generally impolite 
behaviour. Its tactics 
for dealing with 
in-game swearing are 
notoriously rough- 
handed, with many 
players banned from 
playing for up to a 
year. At one point, 
ArenaNet actively 
tweeted responses 
back to vocal 'victims" 
of the ban hammer, 
outlining exactly 
which offensive 
language led to their 
fate. Over on the 
forums, a particularly 
impactful tactic for 
dealing with offensive 
words was employed, 
replacing every 
unutterable slice of 
foul language with 
the word ‘kitten’. The 
best part was that 
ArenaNet didn't tell 
players what it was up 
to, leaving many of its 
forum frequenters 
muttering, "WTK?" 
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E: Return to pod 
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HEAT SIGNATURE 


Gunpoint's creator still has a way to go before signing this off 


pinning through the vacuum of space in 

a recently extricated urinal block isn't a 

situation we planned for today. It’s the 
stuff of Douglas Adams-fuelled nightmares 
and came about as a result of being a little 
too bold at the helm of what was, until 
recently, a considerably larger vessel. Luckily, 
our personal pod can be remotely controlled, 
so after leaping clear of the space lav, we’re 
soon back in an oxygenated environment. 

Tom Francis’s Heat Signature is about 
disruption. On a galactic scale, your main 
concern is disrupting trade routes and helping 
or hindering the various factions in their 
occupation of space. On a more intimate 
level, you’ll be boarding ships, hacking their 
systems, and scrambling the contents of skulls 
with a wrench, or the guns that you scavenge. 
Despite the distances involved (space is 

big) and the game’s stealth leanings, play is 





pacy and spiked with adrenaline. Moving 
through the procedurally generated corridors 
of a ship feels like a cerebral spin on Hotline 
Miami: enemies are much easier to deal with 
if you get the jump on them, and extremely 
dangerous if you don’t. A single wallop or 
bullet is all that’s needed to fell them or you, 
but you won’t die straight away if you’re the 
losing party — enemies instead walk you to an 
airlock and unceremoniously toss you into the 
darkness, leaving you with 30 seconds to pilot 
your pod to your position or asphyxiate. 

Out in space, things are just as zippy, with 
your pod hurtling at a lick and an autopilot 
system enabling lightyears to pass by in 
moments. “You can go faster when you 
autopilot because of fictional reasons,” says 
Francis. “The real reason is I cap your speed 
with normal flight, otherwise people just keep 
thrusting in one direction forever and they 





Developer Tom Francis 


Ships are currently randomly 
constructed, but Francis is 
working on algorithms that 
make interiors feel more 
deliberate and designed. 
Turrets left manned after a 
takeover will still function 
when you pilot the ship 


Your suit affords you 
protection in space, but not 
from bullets and wrenches. 

If a guard catches you, they 
will incapacitate you before 
carrying you to an airlock and 
casting you out into space 


The elaborate and colourful 
nebulas that make up the 
backdrop to Heat Signature's 
sprawling galaxies 
accentuate both the 
fearsome isolation of deep 
space as well as its beauty 








don’t realise when you want to stop you now 
have 15 minutes of [thrusting] in the other 
direction to slow down. Autopilot judges 
that and starts stopping in time.” 

Each point on the sprawling, procedurally 
generated galaxy map is a space station that 
can be visited. In the game’s current build, 
there’s only a mission computer at each of 
them, though Francis intends to add shops 
and other distractions eventually. But the 
computer is your main destination, doling out 
jobs such as pilfering items or entire ships, 
as well as VIPs marked for assassination. 

Your target will most likely be making its 
way along a trade route between stations, and 
once you’ve caught up with it you’ll have to 
stay cool enough to sneak past its sensors to 
get on board. It’s a simple setup, with your 
ship gradually heating up when the engines 
are fired, but one that has caused no small 
amount of frustration. 


“It’s been a nightmare getting people to 
understand that,” Francis tells us. ^We've yet 
to come up with a heat system that people 
intuitively grasp. Everyone thinks it's to do 
with speed — like the faster you're going, the 
hotter you get. But that's not it, it's thrust. So 
you could be going maximum speed and be 
totally cold. But no one seems to get that." 
The solution, Francis hopes, is to add in 
a meter that shows your pod's temperature 
increasing in realtime relative to the threshold 
at which a ship’s sensors can detect you. “I’m 
fine with [changing things] for the first few 
iterations, and then you get to a point where 


it's like, T've just sunk so much time into 
redesigning that one system and I don't even 
care about it that much’ If I'd known it was 
going to take that long, I would've just 
scrapped heat completely... I mean, it's in the 
title, but as I found out with Gunpoint, you 
don't necessarily have to make the game 
super-relevant to the title!" 

Getting past the defensive systems of 
often heavily armed target ships doesn't pose 
much of a challenge yet, a thin membrane 
between the intimate onboard sneaking and 
grandiose political machinations of increasing 
factions' territorial control. Destroy a ship on 
a trade route and that path will be shut down 
by the authorities. Cut off all supply routes to 
a station and it will trigger an emergency 
evacuation, which allows you to take on a 
mission to seize control of the orbital, the 
process requiring you to scupper a ship left 





"We've yet to come up 
with a heat system that 
people intuitively grasp" 





behind to defend its shell while the faction 
with the title deeds regroups. Succeed and a 
new trade route will be opened that connects 
your prize to your employer's network. 
There's currently no real reward for doing 
so and, while the core mechanics are in place, 
there's little in the way of goals to focus your 
efforts. Francis has grand plans for character 
story arcs, persistent perks and complex 
subterfuge in the finished game, however. 
“Right now, you're always a freelancer 
and the factions are generic and you can work 
for anyone at any time,” he says. “But every 
time you die and start a new life, you’ll be 
choosing a new character, and I think most of 
them will belong to a faction. I was thinking 
it would be cool if you’re doing a mission 
against, say, the Shiga Corporation and you 
get spotted aboard their ship. If you complete 
your mission and get away, you’ll never be 
able to work for the Shiga faction, because 
they'll ban you. But you could work for two 
opposing sides, but only if you're stealthy 
enough that they never find out" M 





Floating point 


Gunpoint's success has 
afforded Francis the 
luxury of working on 
this game without 
holding down a day 
job simultaneously. 
But that hasn't made 
the process much 
easier. "If I'd just have 
thought of this game 
two or three years 
earlier, | probably 
would have done this 
instead of Gunpoint, 
and it would have 
killed me!" he says. 

"| never would have 
finished it – it would 
have been impossible 
for the skill level І had 
back then. And even 
with the skill level I 
have after finishing 
Gunpoint, it's still 
difficult, and it's 
taken longer. It was 
just pure luck that 
Gunpoint happened 
to turn out to be 
something I could do. 
The code for boarding 
[Heat Signature's] 
ships had to be 
reprogrammed 
several times, and 
was a big, difficult 

bit of maths." 
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ROUNDUP 


МАНА III 


Publisher 2K Developer Hangar 13 Format PC, Р54, Xbox One Origin US Release 2016 





Mafia ІІІ swaps its predecessor's faux-New York for sort-of-New Orleans, and a novel decade-spanning structure for a fixed time 
period. The year is 1968; the music comes from Hendrix, Creedence and The Stones; and the twist is that you'll assume control of 
African-American Lincoln Clay and his three lieutenants, one of whom is Mafia II lead Vito Scaletta, on a revenge mission. You'll 
assign each aide a different corner of the city to control, affecting the state of the world, but Clay's the star. Raised in a Catholic 
orphanage and just back from a tour of Vietnam, he's full of emotional potential for 2K's new studio, Hangar 13, to explore. 


CRACKDOWN 3 


Publisher Microsoft Developer Reagent Games Format Xbox One Origin UK Release 2016 


The game that finally delivered on Xbox One's cloud compute promise, which we all assumed 
Microsoft had stuck in a drawer, was the talk of Gamescom. The multiplayer is set in a fully 
destructible city - meaning every building needs an interior; every wall, something behind it — 
and Crackdown 3 calls on cloud servers for assistance when the debris starts flying. The results 
are astonishing. Suddenly PS4's native power advantage doesn't seem to matter so much. 
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WORLD OF WARCRAFT: 
LEGION 


Publisher/developer Blizzard Entertainment Format PC 
Origin US Release TBA 





Legion's unveiling came within hours of the news that WOW's 
subscriber numbers had fallen to their lowest in a decade. Set 
in a new continent with eight zones, Legion mixes the norms 
— а new class, more raids, a raised level cap — with the novel, 
including artefact weapons and an overhauled PVP mode. 


STELLARIS 


Publisher/developer Paradox Interactive Format PC 
Origin Sweden Release TBA 





Those worried No Man's Sky won't be mechanically involved 
need look no further than this brain-meltingly huge 4X game. 
Procedural galaxies, each containing up to 1,000 systems with 
randomised alien species, don't just mean no two campaigns 
will be the same - they may not even be remotely alike. 


STAR WARS BATTLEFRONT 


Publisher/developer EA (DICE) Format PC, PS4, Xbox One 
Origin US Release November 17 


4 >з 





SE AM 


Squadron Mode sees Team Deathmatch take to the skies as 
two teams of 20 — ten players in shielded X-Wings, ten more 
in TIEs that get a speed boost instead — plus Al extras collide. 
It's chaotic and perhaps a little limited, but it could be the 
biggest mess in the galaxy and would still shift bucketloads. 


LEGO DIMENSIONS 


Publisher Warner Bros Developer Traveller's Tales Format 360, 
PS3, PS4, Xbox One, Wii U Origin UK Release September 27 





Lego’s entry into the toys-to-life genre looks like the cash 
cow expected of it, combining the Danish toy maker's famous 
bricks with Dr Who, Batman and other bankable IP. But it does 
new things with figures, too: the Toy Pad on which figures are 
placed is tied into gameplay via LED colour-coded segments. 


THE ASSEMBLY 


Publisher/developer NDreams Format PC, PS4 Origin UK 
Release TBC 





NDreams might just have solved the issue of inertia sickness 
in firstperson VR games. Its solution, “comfort controls”, let 
you snap to a compass point by holding the right stick in the 
direction you want to look and then letting go. It sounds odd 
— and it takes getting used to — but works extremely well. 


EITR 


Publisher Devolver Digital Developer Eneme Entertainment 
Format PC, PS4 Origin UK Release TBA 





An isometric, pixel-art RPG that blends Diablo's loot with the 
measured combat of Dark Souls, Eitr is named for a poisonous 
substance in Norse myth that corrupts the world. With Street 
Fighter and Zelda also referenced, it's perhaps too brazen 
with its influences, but it's certainly an intoxicating mix. 


HALO WARS 2 


Publisher Microsoft Developer The Creative Assembly Format PC, Xbox One Origin UK Release 2016 





With Halo 5 months from launch, Microsoft's PR suits must be getting twitchy about soon not 
having an excuse to plaster Master Chief's visored fizzog on marketing materials. То the rescue 
comes this sequel to 20095 Xbox 360 RTS. Since Ensemble Studios closed before that game 
even shipped, welcome Total War studio The Creative Assembly, which has the unenviable task 
of making an RTS work across the different control schemes of Xbox One and Windows 10 PC. 


HOMEFRONT: THE REVOLUTION 


Publisher Deep Silver Developer Dambuster Studios Format PC, Р54, Xbox One Origin UK Release 2016 





Now, we're not saying the Homefront series is responsible for the ends of two studios and a publisher, but it was metaphorically 
standing around and looking shifty when the bailiffs came to Kaos Studios, THQ and Crytek UK. Undeterred, Dambuster is 
continuing this sequel's development, a game stretched across an open-world Philadelphia under North Korean occupation. 

A Gamescom CG trailer plays up the potential of such a setting; a subsequent demo squanders it by ripping a page out of 
Ubisoft's open-world playbook, our heroes clearing out a base and establishing a comms link to fill out the map in the vicinity. 
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After overhauling Destiny for its first major expansion, 
The Taken King, Bungie opens up about the troubled 
past of — and bright future for — its intoxicating FPS 


By МАТНАМ Brown 


Game Destiny: The Taken King 
Publisher Activision 

Developer Bungie 

Format 360, PS3, PS4, Xbox One 
Origin US 

Release September 15 
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annoying. The lowliest foot soldier in the 
Cabal wields a puny blaster and a damaging shockwave attack, but its 
favourite move is the duck behind cover, where it will happily stay 
until all its comrades are dead, only emerging to pop off a few 
pointless shots or fall even farther back. Throughout the first year of 
Destiny, Psions have been safely ignored: you focus fire on the bigger, 
more obvious threats and leave the grunts until the end. In The Taken 
King, the huge expansion with which Bungie is kicking off Destiny’s 
second year of life, you do that at your peril. 

The new enemy faction, the titular Taken, is in fact a 
combination of all four alien races from the base game. They’ve been 
captured and enslaved by Oryx, a godlike being frequently referred to 
in the game’s lore and the central aggressor here. Now his forces have 
been dispatched around the solar system to do their new master’s 
bidding, with new abilities that fundamentally change your approach 
o their destruction. Vandal snipers, who previously turned not- 
really-invisible using a rubbish cloaking device, now protect 
hemselves with Titan-like bubble shields. Their Captains are shorn 
of the feeble teleport that moved them all of five yards, and instead 
blind you with darkness grenades. Vex Hobgoblins fire three-way 
bursts of homing missiles. And Psions? Psions clone themselves. Let 
one dip behind cover and it will soon become two, then four, then 
eight, and the only way to stop that happening is to kill every single 
one — and fast. What was once the last thing on your mind is now 
the first order of business as Bungie forces you to think about the 
familiar in jarringly new, but thoroughly satisfying, ways. 














Fusion rifles are slow to charge, but kill instantly up close 

















The Taken аге а fine metaphor for the current state of Destiny. 
With The Taken King, Bungie is not simply adding to the game as we 
know it today, it is also changing many of its fundamental elements, 
and much of its existing content. The Taken will be everywhere, 
forcing you to approach in brand-new ways the encounters and 
spaces you’ve seen hundreds or perhaps thousands of times before. 
The game’s new areas are about more than simply being sprinted 
hrough on your way to the next firefight, and bosses are no longer 
mere bullet sponges. The story finally makes proper use of all that 
expensive voice talent. Guardians’ progression has been overhauled 





o better smooth the transition between campaign and endgame. The 
loot system has been redesigned too, reducing the 
reliance on dice rolls, and high-level gear will be more 
widely, reliably available from a variety of activities. 
The Taken King represents a root-and-branch 
reexamination of Destiny based on what worked, and 
really didn't, in the base game. Just as Oryx could not 
raise his legions of Taken without the four existing 
enemy factions from which to draw, so The Taken 
King's advancements only make sense within the 
context of the prior existence and history of Destiny 
itself — a game that's mechanically exceptional but 
structurally flawed, thin on content but almost 
impossible to walk away from. Destiny is evolving, 
and so is Bungie. Based on what we've seen from two 
solid days of playing The Taken King and talking to 
he people behind it, both have changed for the better. 





You might not have noticed, but Nathan Fillion is in Destiny. 
He's just one member of a voice cast that must have been assembled 
at significant expense and was almost entirely wasted in both the 
base game and its first two follow-ups. As Cayde-6, the Hunter 
class's representative in the Vanguard faction, Fillion is reduced to 
he role of quest giver and gear flogger. He never moves, and speaks 
only a little. Indeed, every one of the Tower's NPCs — Bill Nighy, 














Luke Smith led design on the 
Vault Of Glass and is now The 
Taken King's creative director 





Bannerfall is a new 
Crucible map set in an 
abandoned, derelict 
equivalent of Earth's 
Tower hub. It means 
that this hived-off 
multiplayer mode 
finally feels like part 
of Destiny's fiction 


Lance Reddick, Gina Torres, John DiMaggio, 
Erick Avari et al — are rooted to the spot and 
practically mute. Yet sometimes, as you draw 
near, Cayde-6 utters a single line that lays plain 
the extent to which Fillion's acting chops have 
been thus far squandered in a game that takes 
itself far too seriously. 

"Sometimes you'l just be fucking around in the Tower" The 
Taken King's creative director, Luke Smith, explains, *and you'll hear 
him whisper, “Take me with you’ We talked about that a lot. Fillion’s 
so talented; how can we get more of the game's narrative into 
his capable hands?” 

The solution is simple and, like much of wha 
Bungie is introducing in The Taken King, obvious: you 
give the talented actors behind those underused 
characters more of a role, and you let them be funny. 
New writers have been brought in, and are working to 
a quite different brief to the base game, which aimed 
for grand and mysterious but hit portentous and 
dreary. “The game’s fun,” Smith says. “Running round 
the world shooting monsters is fun. It’s a dark story if 
you get into it; there’s an opportunity for us to make 








some real dark stuff. But, you know, give me more 
Han Solo and not so much Obi-Wan.” 

The new direction is apparent with minutes. The 
opening cinematic culminates in a huge dogfight 
between warring factions in space, the game finally portraying a 
universe at war. As we trek through a Cabal ship under assault from 
Oryx and the Hive, the mentally scarred and deeply unhinged Eris 
Morn (the primary quest giver in Destiny’s first DLC expansion, The 
Dark Below) is made gentle fun of by Lance Reddick’s Commander 
Zavala. “Eris was a really strong, cool character in The Dark Below, but 
on her own she’s a little intense,” Smith says. “If you give her some 
light foils — even let Zavala, this really serious military guy, make a 
joke — there’s a lot of fun to be had.” > 
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The Taken's abilities complement each other well, a Captain blinding you as a Thrall rushes in, claws primed 








Indeed there is, and before long Cayde-6 finally starts to feel like 
a Nathan Fillion character, taking umbrage at Morn butting in 
uninvited on a Vanguard strategy meeting (“Eris, get your rock off my 
map”). We are perhaps 20 minutes into The Taken King and we are 
already more invested in Destiny’s story and its principals than we 
have been in 400 hours of play. Executive producer Mark 
Noseworthy draws a comparison to the Toy Story films: that the 
Vanguard’s members presumably went freely about their business 
until you entered near-Earth orbit, at which point someone would 
shout, ‘Places!’ and everyone would rush to their mark and pretend to 
be made out of plastic and stuck down with glue. Bungie has changed 
all that with a single cutscene, then maintained it across the game. 

“You see the Vanguard interacting while you're not there,” 

oseworthy says, “and you realise that while you’re out fighting 
battles, the people in the Tower are planning, talking about things. 
When you come back, they’re ready to sell you stuff, maybe give you 
some quests, but [now you know] they're actually real people. A big 
part of the plan for year two was focusing the story on the characters. 
Who’s in the Tower that we can really pull out of there, both from a 
cinematic and storytelling perspective, and have them come along for 
he ride with you?” 

One character who’s been along for the ride since 
he start is Ghost, the AI companion voiced in 
famously dismal fashion by Peter Dinklage. Dinklage 
is gone. In his place is a heavily voice-masked Nolan 
orth, Bungie going so far as to have the new 
incumbent record Dinklage’s lines again. The shift in 
one is immediately apparent here too, but there is far 
more to The Taken King’s Ghost than North delivering 
a better-written script with a little more flair. 

Throughout year one, Ghost contributed little. It 
droned on about the mission, highlighted objective 
markers, scanned countless terminals and keypad 
locks while the next area loaded in, and that was 
pretty much your lot. Here, it can highlight invisible 
bridges, which we use to traverse vast chasms — the 
catch being that the path is only displayed when Ghost is active, and 
it deactivates when you sprint, shoot or jump. That’s no problem 
when there’s a solid path across an abyss. Later on, we encounter a 
series of small platforms to jump between, which of course disappear 
from sight the instant you leap towards them. 

North’s Ghost is wittier, too, and while it retains its scenery- 
scanning role, it is now used more frequently and in less predictable 
ways. One campaign mission takes us through the arena where we 
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Weapon design and balance 
duties fall to Jon Weisnewski, 
sandbox designer at Bungie 








Cinematics make The 
Taken King's shift in 
narrative tone clear 
from the start, taking 
a far lighter approach. 
Every bit as welcome 
is the news that 
cutscenes can now 

be skipped entirely 


fought Sepiks Prime, an early boss in the base 
game. Its carcass lies there on the floor, and can 
be scanned for a bit of backstory. It’s part of a 
desire, Smith says, to make up for Destiny’s 
lacklustre lore. This is a richly crafted world, 
and there’s plenty of detail on it 
in the Grimoire cards you unlock 
as you progress, but there’s no way of reading those 
in-game, all that text bizarrely ripped off the disc and 
stuck on a website. “We’re yet to meet our potential 
in getting Grimoire [material] into the game,” Smith 
says, wryly. “The thing we have done, though, is 
address the desire for lore with the Ghost. It’s a local, 
boots-on-the-ground purveyor of lore. In that opt-in 
way, there’s more of it in the game.” Crucially, 
scannable areas aren’t signalled until you draw near, 
and even then only by audio cue, Bungie encouraging 
you to take your time and explore your surroundings 
instead of just sprinting through them as before. 

The trip past Sepiks Prime’s corpse takes us into 
and up the old colony ship that towers over the Cosmodrome, a 
gentle platforming sequence with a few devious tricks up its sleeve. 
Later, there’s a stealth section, though it’s played more for drama 
than difficulty, with enemy detection radii clearly communicated and 
safely avoided. At the climax of another mission, you’re faced with 
overwhelming odds and told to turn tail and run. Destiny has always 
been a fantastic shooter, but at times it has felt like that’s all it has 
going for it. Its storytelling struggles were not simply a matter of > 





Weapon balancing is a huge 
challenge in any online shooter, 
but in a game like Destiny, where but if you’re a Crucible player 
characters and their gear persist 
across PVE and PVP, it’s even 
harder. In singleplayer, you want 
a power fantasy; in competitive 
multiplayer, you need fairness. 
Bungie has gone back and forth 
on various weapon types over 
Destiny's life, and is making 
sweeping changes to existing 
guns in a September patch. 


Auto rifles will be improved 


is Thorn, a hand cannon with 
envenomed bullets that is both 
the most despised, and popular, 
gun in multiplayer matches. 
“Thorn is a problem, we all 
agree,” says sandbox designer 
Jon Weisnewski. "It's frustrating 
to know you're going to die 
[from poison] and not be able 


to do anything about it. But 
and shotgun range turned down, it's been in the game a long 
time, and has only recently been 
then the only gun you care about a problem. Everyone who gets 
shot by it goes, 'Well, | need to 
get that thing,' so they get it, 
they go dominate, and it gets 
bigger and bigger." 

Post-patch, Thorn will be 
retuned to remove its most 
frustrating application - when 
someone shoots you twice then 
turns away and leaves you to die. 


Hopefully, that will be enough to 
bring its popularity in line with 
other weapons. "When people - 
drop into the Crucible, we want 
them to see diversity," explains 
senior design lead Sage Merrill. 
"The community response is 
interesting: whenever we touch 
stuff they're like, Why are you 
making me the way you want me 
to play?' Our goal is the reverse 
of that. The goal is to give you as 
many viable options as we can." 
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A fireteam sets off on the Dreadnaught, a vast Hive ship that's freely explorable after you finish the campaign 








“ІТ WAS REALLY 


v 


IMPORTANT TO DESIGN THE TAKEN KING 


SO THE ENDGAME WAS ACCESSIBLE TO MORE PEOPLE" 


scriptwriting, but also structure. There is no sense of 
events unfolding when all you are doing is shooting a 
slightly different set of enemies in a slightly different 
arena. Now, Destiny's story has a sense of pace. It has 
drama. And, as before, when the final boss goes down 
it is not the end of the game, just the end of its 
beginning. 


Тһе start of Destiny's endgame was bewildering. 
When you reached level 20, your XP gains would no 
longer increase your level, or your power. Instead, you 
needed to seek out progressively better pieces of 
armour with an abruptly introduced stat rating called 
Light. You'd find some new armour, equip it, then level it up to 
increase its Light rating. Eventually your character's Light level 
would go up a tier, enabling you to take on more difficult challenges 
in the hope of getting better gear, which, in turn, would need to be 
upgraded. Doing so required huge amounts of materials that could 
only be found in chests and hidden corners of Destiny's four planets. 
The only way of reaching the true level cap was by getting, then fully 
upgrading, a set of armour from the Vault Of Glass raid, where drops 
were regulated by a miserly RNG system. 

The sum total of Bungie's explanation of all this was a single 
paragraph of text that appeared when you hit level 20, and then 
vanished forever. The results, Smith admits, were predictable. *We 
saw players just... drop off, man.” 

Noseworthy elaborates. *You'd get to level 20 and the progression 
game changes on you with the acquisition of Light, and that wasn't 
[made] clear. Once you get past that hump — once you learn how it 
works and you understand all the mechanics of the endgame — you 
really start enjoying Destiny more. You look back on your entire 
experience, and it changes. 

“When we were looking at The Taken King, we didn't want to 
deny people what's maybe the best part of the experience: to look 
back on all that content and understand how it all connects together, 
that the story you're playing now is your story. It's the story of the 
acquisition of power and gear, and playing with your friends. Those 
are the things you're going to remember about Destiny when you're 
80. You're not going to remember this one beat from the linear story; 
you're going to remember the time you got Gjallarhorn. It was really 
important to us to design The Taken King in such a way that the 
endgame was accessible to more people.” 

The main stumbling blocks in the vanilla game were the abrup 
introduction of Light, the near-total absence of fresh content in 
which to seek it out, and the stinginess of the random loot system. 
Smith points out, fairly, that things improved through patches and 
DLC: drop rates became more generous, and gear upgrades became 
cheaper and easier. But that came too late for the people who played 
the game at launch, finished the campaign, and drifted away either 
confused by the game's structure or frustrated by the sparseness o 
its content and its tight-fisted RNG. 














The Taken King's executive 
producer, Mark Noseworthy 





Despite the bulky armour, Titans have the worst melee attack of Destiny's three classes 


“Т spent the majority of last summer playing the 
game," Smith says, *and I think we definitely knew we 
were erring, deliberately, towards something that was 
too stingy. I don't think we really forecast the reaction 
to the transactional relationship 
effort. We whiffed that. We could have done better.” 

When you load back into the Tower after finishing 
The Taken King’s campaign, you are almost 
overwhelmed by things to do. Every major NPC and 
vendor offers up at least one quest of some kind — the 
Crucible Quartermaster has a job for you to do in PVP 
multiplayer, the Cryptarch needs your help decrypting 
corrupted engrams — and each will end with a 
guaranteed reward. The Taken King may technically be an expansion, 
but it introduces a larger pool of weapons and armour than the base 
game offered, and many items will be easier to come by. 

When you’re done with the quests, you can play Strikes, which 
instead of appearing as you progress through the campaign are now 
high-level activities. Previously, Strikes were a series of fixed 
encounters ending with firefights against enemies that summoned 
waves of minions while you chipped away at their colossal health 
bars. Now there are multiple possible enemy waves for each stage of 
he mission, the game choosing one randomly when it loads in. And 
here is now a much greater focus on the mechanics of a boss fight. A 
new PS4-exclusive Strike, Echo Chamber, has you ferry a relic across 
he arena and deposit it in a statue — your movement slowed, and » 


between time and 
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ABOVE The Titan's 
new Super, Hammer 
Of Sol, gives the class 
a much-needed means 
of doling out damage 
from a safe distance. 
RIGHT Crossroads is 
another new Crucible 
Map, and features 
energy catapults that 
fling players between 
two separate islands 


FOUNDRY 


The Taken King introduces 
weapon foundries – three 
manufacturers with different 
philosophies on the art of war. 
They're designed to introduce 
more personality to the game's 
expanded arsenal, their work 
based on discoveries Guardians 
made throughout year one. 
Hakke prizes function over form 
and damage over gimmickry. 


VERDICT 


Omolon makes sleek, lightweight 
energy weapons that offer 
synergy with a Guardian's class 
abilities. Suros believes weapons 
should be flexible, with perk 
upgrades taking guns in wildly 
different directions. 

Weapon perks have been 
rethought too, with the final 
slot on a weapon's upgrade path 
offering a significant power 


boost to one stat but a penalty 
to another. You can max out the 
stability on your new auto rifle, 
but it might mean reducing its 
range or magazine size. 

"This is the kind of thing you 
only realise after the game has 
been out and you've been 
playing it with the community 
for a year," Weisnewski says. "It 
was very easy to find a gun that 


had a solid base and then 
another slot on the [upgrade] 
grid that made it easy to spike a 
stat. You do that long enough 
and, over time, all the guns play 
the same. You have this whole 
wealth of weapons that are all 
basically the same gun, with 
different art. Forcing you to 
make an interesting choice gives 
the weapon more personality." 





“WHAT WE WANTED WAS FOR EVERY DROP ТО АТ LEAST 


HAVE THE POTENTIAL TO BE 


weapons unavailable, while you carry it — in order to bring down 
your opponent’s shield. Another plays out like a tag-team wrestling 
match against two cheating Cabal Centurions whose tricks get more 
devious and an awful lot more dangerous as the fight progresses. 
When a boss goes down, you hoover up loot from its corpse, as 
opposed to keeping an eye on the feed of text in the bottom-right 
corner of the screen then waiting for your reward to pop up in your 
inventory when the mission’s over. 

RNG isn’t gone entirely — each Strike has one piece of valuable 
gear locked away behind a dice roll — but rewards will be plentiful, 
with Smith assuring us that simply playing the Strike playlist will be 
enough to power you up enough for the new raid. And if all that still 
sounds like too much hard work for your new toys, you can simply 
place an order with the Gunsmith. For 2,500 Glimmer, you can 
preorder one of five new legendary weapons to be delivered the 
following Wednesday - or ‘Armsday? as the game terms it. 


lies an overhauled progression system. You’ll 
now continue to level up in the traditional fashion, killing monsters 
and completing missions, until you hit the new сар of 40. Light is 
now a separate, three-digit number that serves as an indicator of 
your overall power. It’s an average of not only the defence stats on 
your equipped armour, but also the attack values of your weapons, 
and numbers drawn from previously stat-free gear, such as your class 
item and Ghost. Those numbers, and by extension your Light rating, 
can be raised by feeding unwanted loot to a weapon or armour piece, 
a system that Bungie is currently calling Infusion. 

It is hardly the first game to do it, but Infusion is a perfect fit for 
Destiny, putting into each player’s hands a previously limiting power 
curve locked to specific items, giving value to even the weediest loot 
drops, and giving Guardians a much greater level of control over their 
appearance and playstyle. “What we wanted,” Smith says, “was for 
every drop to at least have the potential to be interesting to you. One 
of our reward pillars was, ‘every drop counts’ If you find a weapon 
with your dream set of talents, but it’s not powerful enough, you can 
dump some blues or other legendaries into it to power it up. That 
will enable that [sense] of creativity and player expression. Those 
hings are really important.” 

This new approach to progression does, however, come at a cost. 
While your beloved year-one weapons will be sufficient to see you 
hrough the campaign, once you set foot in the endgame you'll find 
hat even new common-class weapons have a higher attack rating 
han your old legendaries and exotics. While we knew we'd have to 
move on from our beloved Fatebringer and Vision Of Confluence 
sooner or later, we didn't expect to be swapping out our collection of 
he best and rarest guns from a year of play with common-or-garden 
blues and greens a few hours into year two. Those new legendaries, 
when they come, had better be worth it. Smith assures us they will, 
but there's also a note of regret at the way a handful of guns in the 
base game were consistently seen as the best available, even after 
Bungie introduced new gear in former DLC expansions. 

















Infusion gives you more control over your appearance, though armour perks will still be key 


INTERESTING TO YOU" 


*Fatebringer and Vision Of Confluence are two of my favourite 
guns in the game. I love ’em,” Smith says. “If we're going to pull them 
out [of contention], we need to replace them with something that's 
exciting in a similar way. It's our responsibility, and it's hard. We 
allowed them to really overshadow everything that we'd made since 
[launch]. That's also on us. We have to be careful with what we put 
in players’ hands now — more careful than we've been before.” 

At least exotics will survive. Eventually, anyway. There will be 
year-two versions of the most powerful class of weapons and 
armour, and providing that you've already discovered the year-one 
variant, you'll be able to simply buy the new version. You'll do so 
from a kiosk in the Tower that tracks the progress of your collection, 
meaning you'll be able to buy an exotic you've scrapped in the past. 
Not all the first-year exotics will be available at launch, though the 
missing ones will be released over time. Given it's being nerfed 
because some PVE players were freezing out others without it, you 
may not be surprised to hear that Gjallarhorn, the near-mythical 
rocket launcher that puts a dent in even the biggest health bars, is 
not available in the near-complete build we play. » 

























“1 WANT THE CHARACTER TO FEEL LIKE AN 
E. EXTENSION OF MYSELF, SO I DON'T HAVE TO 
THINK ABOUT WHAT I'M DOING... THE CONTR'OLLER 
JUST FALLS AWAY AND YOU BECOME A SUPERHERO" 





Tap R1 during Hammer Of Sol and you'll surge forward, leaving a fiery trail and exploding anything you touch 





After some harsh nerfs, auto rifles are being improved 





sound like you’re in for a bit of a wait before you 
get your hands on the most powerful toys, but relax: within an hour 
of starting the campaign, you’ll have unlocked the quest that leads to 
your new subclass. Our Warlock’s journey culminates with a visit to 
Blind Watch, previously only seen in the Crucible, where we wander 
out onto a crane at the edge of the map in a thunderstorm. One thing 
leads to another and soon we’re blessed with the power of the 
Stormcaller, our Super’s cooldown reduced to seconds and Vex 
spawning in repeatedly to let us get a feel for it. And it’s a delight, a 
pure Palpatine power fantasy, bolts of Arc lightning fizzing from our 
hands and the damage chaining from our target to nearby enemies. 
Later we’ll play as the Sunbreaker, which gives our Titan a giant 
solar hammer to fling, artillery-style, at distant groups of enemies, as 
well as the ability to shoulder-charge forward in a burst of flame. 
Then there’s the Nightstalker, which sees our Hunter shoot a Void- 
powered arrow that tethers enemies to the scenery and each other, 
with subsequent damage inflicted on one of them passed along the 
chain to the rest of the group, something that proves tremendously 
useful when a boss summons a wave of minions. Two days is 
nowhere near enough to dig into the passive abilities that come with 
each subclass, but the Hunter can now tag unseen enemies, which 
proves invaluable in the Crucible multiplayer. A Titan, meanwhile, 
can sacrifice its armour to coat its body in fire and damage anything 
it touches — essential against a boss, if you can stay alive. 
Destiny’s subclasses are its greatest trick. There might only be 
three class of Guardian, each now with three elemental subclasses, 
but within their talent trees lies 
tremendous scope for build variety, and 
much of that potential only becomes clear 
when Bungie designs an encounter tha 
requires it. A Destiny without subclasses 
would be a much poorer game. Believe i 
or not, that was the original plan. 
“When we started on Destiny, there 
were no subclasses,” senior design lead 


Class items, like this Warlock's bracelet, now have perks 
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Sage Merrill tells us. “It was а shooter with RPG elements that we 
built up over time. We landed on subclasses because they’re an 
interesting use of power that the player can use against the 
environment or other players. That gives me a pretty good toolbox to 
work with to give you a bunch of interesting fantasies.” 

Fantasy comes up a lot when talking to Merrill. He is the design 
lead for what Bungie calls the sandbox — the Zen-like flow of the 
Guardian through the world, the powers in its talent tree, the weight 





and feel of its arsenal. “I want the character to feel like an extension 
of myself, so I don’t have to think about what I’m doing,” he says. 
“T call it combat jazz: you’re just running through your cooldowns, 
jumping, you bounce this grenade over here, get that 
headshot, duck, slide... You just flow really well 
through the combat. The controller just falls away 
and you become a superhero. I love that — it’s what 
gets me up in the morning.” 

It’s what’s kept us up at night, too, and rolling into 
work bleary-eyed one morning after another. While 
the changes we’ve encountered so far make a 
tremendous amount of sense, it’s only with the 
arrival of the subclasses that we see something aimed 
squarely at fools like us — the people who, despite 
Destiny’s litany of little problems, have stuck with it, 
running through the same content, in the same areas, 
night after night for the best part of a year. For all 
that we appreciate the sweeping changes Bungie is 
making in The Taken King, we’ve got 400 hours logged and three 
max-level characters in the bank that prove that we don’t really need 
any of it. What else have you got? 

Plenty. Finish the campaign missions and the Dreadnaught, the 
cavernous Hive ship Oryx once called home, becomes available to 














patrol. And explore: while heading out on one of the base game’s 
planets would yield a handful of quick missions, a pocketful of 
upgrade materials and perhaps the odd spontaneous public event 
where a threat flies in and everyone in the area piles in to kill it, the 








Senior design lead Sage 
Merrill. That beard just 
keeps on going, by the way 





The Titan's new 
subclass talents offer 
an array of upgrades 
to the Hammer Of Sol 
Super, granting you 
homing hammers, 
damaging sunspots 
after impact, or health 
regen after each kill 


Dreadnaught is full to bursting with things to 
do. Locked chests lurk in dark corners with no 
indication of how they might be opened. New 
collectibles lead to powerful weapons. And 
instead of hanging around waiting for a public 
event to happen, you can now spawn boss fights 
in the Court Of Oryx. 

Deep in the bowels of the Dreadnaught, the Court asks that you 
offer up a rune that you’ve either bought from a merchant or found 
in the world. There are four tiers of rune, and four difficulty levels 
for what appears when you pay up. Rather than the waves of 
increasingly powerful enemies found in public events, 
Court Of Oryx battles are fights that, like The Taken 
King’s campaign missions and Strikes, are more about 
mysterious mechanics than colossal health bars. In 
one battle, three Wizards appear, and our team must 
synchronise fire to kill all three at roughly the same 
time; dawdle over one, and the other two will respawn. 
In another battle, we face an Ogre who’s immune to 
our gunfire, but not to splash damage caused by his 
minions — Cursed Thralls who explode when you 
headshot them. Later we fight two Knights — one 
wielding a Boomer, the other, a sword — whose shields 
are brought down not by gunfire, but by making them 
stand next to each other. After a year of unloading clip 
after clip into these brutes from afar, getting up close 
and coaxing them into position is delightful. Win and a large chest 
yawns open on a high platform; the person who spent the rune gets 
the better loot drop, but everyone walks away with something — not 
only those on your fireteam, but anyone in the area who decides to 
join in. We used to pop out on patrol to polish off a few quick 
bounties. We can see the Court Of Oryx consuming entire evenings. 

Bungie’s design mandate for the Dreadnaught was to build an 
‘inscrutable loot-filled fortress? That sounds familiar, and there’s a 
reason for that: it's a description that fits the Vault Of Glass, the > 
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The Vanguard 
now have their own 
agendas - here, a 
fireteam sets out on 
a mission for Nathan 
Fillion's Cayde-6. 

The campaign 
takes you inside one 
of the first things 
players ever saw in 
Destiny: the colony 
ship that looms large 
over the Cosmodrome 


Another factor in Bungie's 
troubled relationship with its 
players is the way the studio has 
removed exploits discovered in 
some of the дате tougher PVE 
challenges, or ‘cheeses’, as the 
community terms them. A route 
beneath a platform from which 
you could safely kill the Archon 
Priest, end boss of a Strike 
mission on Venus, was quickly 
closed off. The Strike is no 
problem at normal difficulty, 
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but when it comes up in the 
weekly Nightfall rotation – where 
the enemy threat is ramped up 
hugely, and it's game over if your 
entire team goes down at once — 
it's a different matter. 

“That spot you describe in 
the Archon Priest fight? If that 
activity was natively fun, and the 
penalty [for failure] wasn't so 
high, | don't think people would 
do it," creative director Luke 
Smith says. "When we think 


about the way we construct 
activities, we're now thinking: 

46 this challenging you in the 
right way? A way that's going 

to lead you to the fun journey 
we want you to have?' | think 
that's a tremendous opportunity 
for us to improve going forward. 
We're not there yet." 

Despite the 100-plus QA staff 
Bungie employs in-house, Smith 
is sure that the community will 
find similar exploits in The Taken 


King. In addition to regular 
testers, Bungie has now formed 
a crack unit of players who not 
only test out high-level strategies 
suggested by the design teams, 
but also go looking specifically 
for exploits. "They're some of 
the best thumbskill guys we 
have, but also some of the best 
metagame players," Smith says. 
The team's name? Velveeta, 
named after Kraft's popular 
brand of processed cheese. 








“THE ONLY TIME THAT MATTERS ТО PLAYERS 
15 TOO LATE. 


AND TOMORROW 


base game’s raid and still the best thing Destiny has to offer. It is a 
mysterious adventure built on mechanics instead of health bars, on 
puzzles as well as shooting straight, taxing the brain as well as the 
reflexes and insisting that players cooperate and communicate. The 
Dreadnaught is the same — indeed, so is The Taken King in general — 
and it’s no coincidence. Smith was the lead designer on the tiny team 
hat made the Vault Of Glass, and today he serves as creative director 
for The Taken King in its entirety. 

“One of the reasons raiding is something I enjoy is that it’s an 
opportunity for a group of people to come together and solve a 
problem,” he says. “We’ve created a bunch of problems, [albeit] at 
smaller scale, for people to solve with the Dreadnaught. It’s a series 
of problems, mysteries and mythologies, and players are going to 
come together and figure out how it all works. The Internet’s going to 
put this thing together and develop a strategy guide for playing on 
he Hive ship, and that is so exciting to us.” 

If the ethos of the raid is being applied to the game as a whole, 
hough, where does that leave the new raid itself? 
Smith doesn’t want to give too much away about 
King’s Fall — he recalls fighting with the marketing 
department when it wanted to feature the Vault Of 
Glass’s leap of faith before the base game’s release — 
but he does let a few new details slip. “You have to 
raise the bar. The raid team always has the challenge 
of having to push itself a little further because 
expectations continue to go up, you know? It’s our 
biggest raid to date — in terms of encounters, of 
spaces, of the conclusion. It is our most epic finale. 

“The way we developed King’s Fall was different 
to the other [raids]. We developed Hard mode first 
this time, then scaled to Normal. And we have one 
more thing we’re not talking about yet that’s pretty 
special. It’s a twist I’m very excited about.” He stops. We push. 


» 


“It’s not just going to be Normal and Hard mode: 

















“The fables of Thanksgiving contain similarities to the Destiny 
community, even if you have no plans to devour a feathered 
consumable. This weekend, we celebrate the arrival of weary 
travellers in a new world. We'll express gratitude for surviving a 
harrowing journey. Looking to the future, we'll toast our good fortune 
оп a beachhead that we can build upon for generations to come.” 
Bungie community manager David Фее) Dague there, writing 
in a Bungie Weekly Update blog post last November, and 
unintentionally demonstrating rather well why so many Destiny 
players have a problem with the way the studio communicates. The 
things the company deems important are pitched as the most vital in 
the world — here, the making of a videogame about space magic 
being compared to a religious festival of immense cultural 
significance — while players feel like their needs are being overlooked. 
There have been times in Destiny's life where Bungie has felt a 
little like the Vanguard in the Tower, rooted to the spot, delivering its 
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Bungie community and 
marketing relations 
manager Егіс ‘Urk’ Osborne 





IS RIGHT NOW, 
THAT'S BEEN THE LESSON" 


scripted lines to its own personal schedule. While players are 
screaming about bugs ruining a raid boss fight, Bungie might spend 
its weekly community update interviewing the makers of its 
(admittedly excellent) mobile companion app. One long-running bug 
that depleted your valuable heavy ammo stock every time you died, 
watched a cutscene or finished a mission went almost entirely 
unaddressed for months until Bungie had worked out what was 
causing it, how it could fix it, and when it would be done. 

“We should have hit it harder right away" community and 
marketing relations manager Eric Osborne admits. ^We didn't really 
understand how impactful it was, or how protracted it was going to 
be. By the time we got around to communicating it — “Неу, this is a 
pretty sensitive bug, it has a big impact if we don't get it right, so 
we're taking our time' — it was already too late. We've had to learn 
that even though it's sometimes a sensitive topic, we still have to 
get out there and hit things right away, even though it makes a lot 
of people uncomfortable" 

Smith jumps in. *The only time that matters to 
players is right now, and tomorrow is too late. That's 
been the lesson: it's not enough to say that it's really 
hard to fix the heavy ammo bug. The player doesn't 
care about that. They just want it fixed” 

Noseworthy joins in too, and we suspect that 
we've struck a chord. *They've given us their money 
and their time,” says the executive producer. “It’d be 
one thing if it was just the money, but the level of 
engagement makes it so much more intense. If 
people didn't care so much they wouldn't complain; 
the day people stop criticising us is the day they're 
not interested any more.” 

Much of this is due to Bungie learning how to 
make a live game — one that is being picked apart by 
players while it is still being worked on by its developers, who must 
maintain what is already out there while building what comes next. 
Smith points to an old quote from Bungie co-founder Jason Jones, 
who said that making Halo 2 was like building a cathedral in a 
hurricane. *Bungie, in the time I've been here, has always been really 
good at flying by the seat of its pants. We still function, in a bunch 
of ways, like a small studio, but at a huge scale. We're learning to ge 
better at that, but it's been a lot of different projects, at differen 











scope, going on at the same time.” 

Yet what might be the root cause of Bungie's problematic 
relationship with its players was around long before Destiny hi 
shelves, cutscenes stole your heavy ammo, or a perfect raid run was 
stymied by a scripting bug. It comes from the contract sealing 
Bungie's publishing deal with Activision, released in 2012 during the 
publisher's legal fight with Infinity Ward. It revealed the minutiae of 
a ten-year deal that would yield eight releases (four main games and 
four Taken King-style expansions in between), a budget of $140 
million for the first game alone, and an earnings-based bonus scale 
that could net the studio hundreds of millions over the life of the 
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“BUNGIE, IN THE TIME I’VE BEEN HERE, HAS ALWAYS 

BEEN REALLY GOOD AT FLYING BY THE SEAT OF ITS 

PANTS. WE STILL FUNCTION, IN А BUNCH OF WAYS, 
LIKE A SMALL STUDIO, BUT AT A HUGE SCALE" 
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У 
DON’T KNOW SHIT ABOUT $500 
IT’S A TEN-YEAR PARTNERSHIP” 


“ | 


DRIVE A HONDA CIVIC. I 
MILLION. A TEN-YEAR PLAN? 


contract if all went to plan. Two-and-a-half years before Destiny's 
release, the narrative of events had been set. Expectations were 
hrough the roof, and every time Bungie failed to meet them it would 
be hit over the head with its own numbers. 


“Those things were so distracting, and not a 
we were creating," Osborne says. *It just became t 
drive a Honda Civic. I don't know shit about $ 
year plan? It's a ten-year partnership agreement. 
with the development of the game proper. To t 
before Destiny had shipped, we had some ten-yea: 





hat Bungie is just a corporate entity and not a 


bout the experience 
he narrative. I mean, 
500 million. A ten- 
It has nothing to do 
hink that somehow, 
r plan written down 


somewhere? It's comical. We allowed the narrative to get constructed 





bunch of humans, a 


collection of people who are just trying to make a really great game.” 


Have those people finally met their aim? As the first bits of 
info have trickled out on the raft of smart new additions and positive 
changes that come with The Taken King, already Internet wags are 
claiming that, after a year in beta, Destiny is finally about to launch. 
It's a good gag, but it also speaks to a wider truth — one we ponder 
every night when we log in, decide which of our max-level characters 
to play as, and pick the fully levelled guns we'll take into battle in 
arenas in which we have already triumphed dozens of times. Why, 
when we had seen all it has to offer long ago and are so keenly aware 
of its problems, does Destiny retain its nightly hold on us? What is it 
hat has made it so endlessly alluring to so many people? 

“Ош action game is fundamentally about mastery, feeling 
proficient and empowered,” Smith says. “That’s a strong gravitational 
pull, but it's just one part of it. Another is that when you look at your 
friends list and see people playing it, it's natural to want to go into 
hat world with those people — it's a social place to go, and there's 
different stuff to do every day. Plus, there's the opportunity to make 
your character better and maybe find something new. All those 
hings work together in a way that makes the game feel really sticky. 




















The pull is really strong. I would love to play other games, but when 
go home, I want to play Destiny too.” 
“Yeah, I've pretty much stopped playing other games,” 


Noseworthy says. “For me, it's that you can make meaningful 





RELICS O F THE PAST 


While Noseworthy's right that 
we'll never forget the day we got 
our Gjallarhorn (it was a drop 
from Valus Ta'aurc in a Weekly 
Nightfall Strike on Mars, since 
you're asking), we point out that 
there are slightly less pleasant 
Destiny memories we'll also take 
with us to our deathbed. In the 
launch game, the most efficient 
way of sourcing the planetary 
materials needed to upgrade 
weapons and gear was by 


learning farming runs - laps of 
a small area full of caves and 
little rooms where treasure chests 
randomly spawned every few 
minutes. With 16 pieces of a 
single material needed for a 
single upgrade, and just one 
or two locked away in each 
chest, farming was a repetitive 
and unavoidable, though 
admittedly relaxing, activity. 
Things have improved greatly 
since. There are fewer upgrade 


You'll still need to upgrade gear to unlock perks, but the process is now much less painful 


nodes on weapons and gear, for 
a start; each upgrade requires 
fewer materials; and those 
resources can be bought or 
acquired by completing missions 
and bounties. Still, we will never 
forget the Relic Iron farming 
run on Mars. 
"The material requirements 
used to be so high that you felt 
like you had to do that," Smith 
admits. "If they had been low 
enough, or optional – for things 


progress in Destiny in ten minutes. I can log in, maybe beat a daily, do 
a couple of bounties, upgrade a couple of weapons and log off. That 
feels really good. We designed Destiny to be compatible with real life. 
We've got guys who have 2,200 hours in the game, and they're still 


making 
so I've only got maybe 150 hours, but this guy wi 


progress, and that's great. I’ve got a newborn baby at home, 


h 2,200 hours? He's 


only a couple of levels ahead of me. We can still play together. We 
wanted Destiny to be a game you could play for just a couple of hours 


a week for a year, and not be left behind by 

think that's been overlooked a lot. But not by 
some other online games that require intense 
would have quit a long time ago, but the fac 





he community, and 
me. If this was like 
time commitments, 





I can just put in a 


couple hours here or there means I don't ever want to stop playing." 
In a few short weeks, Destiny is going to change substantially and, 
based on the days we've spent playing it, almost exclusively for the 
better. Players will immediately set about unravelling its many 
mysteries, piecing together the secrets of that inscrutable, loot-filled 
ortress. Shortly afterwards, they will partner up and set foot into the 
King's Fall raid. Bungie staff aren't allowed to raid on the first 
weekend (they were forbidden, too, from playing House Of Wolves' 
Trials Of Osiris multiplayer event at launch), but they'll be paying 
attention. And, crucially, they'll be listening. And when players find 
problems — holes in the code, gaps in the scenery, bugs in the boss 
fights — they'll be right on it. 
“Looking ahead at Тһе 
Taken King now, is everything 
perfect? I’m sure it’s not,” 
Smith says. “But we’re going to 
keep watching, and the game’s 
going to keep evolving. We love 
Destiny. We hate that it’s not 
better. We want it to be better 
оо” With Destiny, Bungie has 
always talked a good game; 
finally, after a year, 40 patches, 
wo DLCs and now The Taken 
King, it is starting to deliver. 8 











that weren't as important as 
mainline power - then that 
activity would have been 
acceptable. We swung the 
pendulum too hard, right at 
the player. | know that farming 
loop, and І enjoyed going round 
and doing it, but as a player 

| didn't enjoy how much the 
game was asking me to do it. 
To me, it's a really good 
metaphor for how the game 

is evolving year over year." 
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[dave 


Studio director, SCEE London 


ollowing a long day at this year’s 
Evolve conference in Brighton, it is 
time for dinner, drinks, and the 
opportunity to chew over the 
topics of the day. And who better 
to invite along than people 
intimately involved in the issues 
driving videogames in 2015? Joining us at 
Brighton’s Hotel Du Vin are former EA and 
ngmoco man Neil Young, now CEO of 
mobile-game publisher N3twork; Dave 
Ranyard, studio director at Sony’s London 
development facility, where he’s overseeing 
Project Morpheus games such as The Heist; 
Todd Harris, COO of Smite and Tribes: 
Ascend creator Hi-Rez Studios; Randy 
Pitchford, president of Gearbox Software, 
home to the Borderlands series; and Dan 
Pinchbeck, creative director at The Chinese 
Room, the studio behind Everybody’s Gone To 
The Rapture. Dining options ordered, we get 
started with our first topic: virtual reality. 


Neil, this morning you said you feel that 
mainstream VR adoption is three to five 
years away, and that you see the social 
aspect as a barrier — that people will be 
reluctant to shut themselves off from 
others around them — but hasn’t that 


ranyard ] 





[todd harris] 


happened already, with mobile phones? 
Neil Young First, I should preface anything 
by saying that I think VR and AR are super 
fucking cool. I just don’t think they’re a scale 
business opportunity yet. I think a lot of 
people are thinking they are, and are jumping 
into it, and they’re just going to get blown up 
in the process. So, if you want to be in that 
space, I’m advocating that you should be 
ocusing on things that actually define the 
platforms, that kind of set the boundaries of 
what these things can do, versus porting your 
existing product or just doing something in 
the space because you think it’s the next gold 
rush. In America, the VC community makes it 
feel like it’s the next gold rush, because the 
previous gold rush is now over from their 
perspective, so they need the next one, and I 
don’t think it’s necessarily helping. 

In terms of the human use case, in the 
case of VR games I think it’s about immersing 
yourself in a world, and it wants you to spend 
a long period of time in there. But I think 
there are social limitations, and maybe even 
physical or medical limitations, that affect 
your ability to do that. So I think it creates a 
conundrum for VR that has to be solved. For 
me, as someone who has a family, I have a 
teenage boy who you’d think would be all over 
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FIFA VR if it came out. But from my 
perspective as a parent, I find it hard to 
imagine him locking himself into that world, 
so that’s going to apply some kind of parental 
friction into the environment. There are 
family-related issues. My wife is obviously 
married to someone who makes games, she’s 
worked in the games industry and the visual 
effects industry, and she’s pretty progressive 
in her thinking, but the idea of her husband 
sitting with a helmet on his head for more 
than one hour a week is just a non-starter. I 
think there are a lot of things we have to work 
through. That doesn’t mean it’s not cool, and 
it doesn’t mean to say it’s not going to be big. 
The idea of my daughter going to college, and 
being able to sit and watch a movie with her 
and feeling like I’m in the same room, that’s 
really appealing to me. But these things are 
going to happen much more slowly than we 
want them to happen. I think it's because VR 
fits into this construct that we've developed 
through science fiction, and now it's here, so 
we want it to happen even faster than the 
natural limitations may allow. 

Dave Ranyard In terms of the social aspect, I 
think it has more to do with sci-fi writers 
than what's actually happening. As a studio, 
we petitioned SCEI to give us what we calla » 
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social screening. So with Morpheus you 


basically take the image that is being 
generated for the left eye and project it to the 
normal ТУ screen. Then the person watching 
the external screen can always know what the 
player is doing, and we use that to our 
advantage. Even though it takes a bit more 
processing, we can even generate a differen 
image, which means you can actually create 
quite a lot of asymmetric play. For example, 
you could be playing The Deep, descend 
through the water and be attacked by a shark, 
and somebody with a tablet or mobile could 
be viewing a radar image of what’s happening, 
and talking to you. Which isn’t to say tha 
every game will do that, but I don’t think the 
concept of being completely isolated is 
applicable for all VR experiences. 

In terms of timing, I agree that VR won’t 
move as quickly as people want it to. I’ve 
done a couple of talks on this, and in 
researching them I looked at the movie 
industry, when sound was introduced. That 
was a big disruptive technology. Going from a 
silent movie to a film in which the actors are 
speaking was a transformative experience. I’m 
not necessarily saying that VR games will 
replace traditional games in the way audio 
replaced silent movies, but across ten years in 
America every movie theatre came to be fitted 
with a speaker system. So, if you look at it in 
that context, I don’t worry about it. 

We've been working with VR for two years 

now, so we have a lot of experience with 
showing people this experience for the first 
time, and there are two things that they often 
say: one, “ОҺ my god, that was awesome" and 
two, “I’m a convert” Now, I don't think VR 
will necessarily have the same effect that the 
iPhone did for mobile, but nevertheless it is a 
step change in the experience that we can give 
people. It will come through, but it’s a matter 
of how long it will take. 
NY Yeah, that’s the issue. I don’t doubt it’ll 
happen at some point, I just think it’s going 
o take a while. It’s actually shocking to me 
hat it took ten years for sound to come into 
movies, given that you got such an improved 
experience, with no change in consumer 
behaviour. With VR, we’ve got a meaningful 
change in behaviour — and a lot of social 
pressure and social friction — that will slow it 
down, ultimately. 
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I’m not sure that games are the killer apps 
for VR, that they’ll be the things that are 
going to make everyone want to put on one of 
these headsets. I think it might actually be 
linear media, or it might be communication or 
watching things together. 
DR We're a really innovative studio, and I've 
been involved in lots of different types of 
games in the past — camera gaming, singing 
games, all sorts of things — but I’ve never 
really been involved in a project like this 
where there’s been so much support, and so 
much interest, from outside of the videogame 
industry. I think you may be right, because 
there are so many applications for VR. I know 
people who are working on medical apps, for 








example. A simple application is addressing 
phobias: if you’re afraid of spiders, you can be 
put into a VR environment and be introduced 
slowly: first one spider, then two, and so on. 

Todd Harris І have a more short-term 
question to add to your social question. With 
Morpheus, what is the interrupt function? 
"ve used it, and it was definitely like, “Oh my 
god, there's nothing like this — I have to have 
it”. My 12-year-old son was ten when he used 
he very first Oculus Rift, which was crap 
compared to what it is now, and he 
immediately started saving every dollar that 
he had because he would have to have the 
consumer version when it arrived. And my 
wife wouldn't have a problem with me using 
it, but if she wants me to take out the trash, 
and I’m right there іп The Heist or whatever, 
how does she get my attention without 
scaring the crap out of me? Whenever I try 
VR in the office, my number-one fear is that 








some jerk is going to come around and do 
that. I've got to take it off every few minutes 
and look around, to survey my surroundings. 
That has to be solved. 

Randy Pitchford To me, the problem is that 
nobody's figured out how to design a VR 
headset that doesn't suck in terms of what it 
feels like sitting on your head. After only 20 
minutes, I just want to take the thing off 
because it hurts. That's why AR is awesome. 
First, it solves the external interaction issue: 
if my phone receives a text, I can just look at 
it — I don't have to take all the shit off first. 
But the other thing is that, when the display 
is the projected kind, I don't have to deal with 
all this heavy shit any more. The CastAR stuff 
is just sick — it’s like, whoah, I’m suddenly 
playing the chess game from Star Wars. 
Didn't we all dream about doing that? 

DR It's our job as a studio is to design new 
experiences for VR, because it is such a new 
medium, so it's about throwing out the 
rulebook. One of our issues is, how do we 
explain to the marketing team that we're not 
talking about 40-hour experiences? Because 
that's what they're used to dealing with. But 
if you look at films, a great example can be an 
hour-and-a-half or even just 70 minutes long. 
NY That has huge implications in terms of 
the expectations of the core gamer versus 
what you're going to be able to provide them 
with VR. 

DR It doesn't mean that the games can't be 
replayable, obviously. 

Dan Pinchbeck I think the issue is, when you 
consider things like 3D cinema, it's hard to 
think of a genuine argument in its favour in 
terms of how it's improved filmmaking. 
Because there isn't a single film that's been 
shot in 3D that is better because of 3D. There 
are a lot of films that are worse by being in 3D. 
RP I disagree with you. I think documentaries 
can really benefit. A 3D IMAX experience 
really gives you different sensations. 

DP Gravitys a great film without 3D. 
Gravity's a great film with 3D. But the 3D 
doesn't turn Gravity from a mediocre film 
into a great one. 

DR VR is not about letting people play a 
game in 3D — it's not comparable like that. 
VR is about taking players to a different place. 
And our mantra is to make people forget that 
they're in VR. 







































NY Gravity’s really interesting. One of my 
friends is making Adrift, which is a VR 
experience that is obviously very inspired by 
Gravity, and I really want it. I think it’s four 
hours in length, chaptered out, but when If 
hink through the math on the business, this 
is a really important piece to solve. VR cannot 
just be а platform purely for creative 
expression — it has to have some business 
underpinning it otherwise I think it’s going їо 
be really hard for it to ultimately succeed. If] 





kind of small, four hours end to end. I think 
his issue is going to be something you're 
going to have to fight against. 
DP Silent Hill, to pick one game, was short, 
but I don't have a problem paying full whack 
for it because the quality was there every 
minute. Adrift is a brilliant VR concept, and 
he reason it works so well is because you're 
playing with all this plastic shit on your head, 
and as an astronaut in the game you've got all 
his plastic shit on your head. And it's good 
because you've got this one-to-one setup 
where the stuff I feel in my hands physically 
maps across to the experience I'm having in 
VR. That's why The Deep works as well — you 
know you're a diver, so it makes sense that 
you've got this stuff on your head; it makes 
sense and it fits. That's an issue we have to 
look at. I think you're absolutely right in that 
it’s not simply about saying ‘Game plus VR 
equals cool game'; it's about considering a 
whole new type of design experience that 
needs to be factored in with this hardware. 5 . j 
Then we get something that’s different. Wi th V R , We ve g ot 
NY My concern is that, if you talk to 

developers, the feeling is that VR is just ; 

around the corner, that these devices are а теап!п g fu | C h an g e 
going to ship, everyone's going to buy them, 

and there's going to be a huge opportunity. К Я 
DR For me, success іп VR will be about who ІП behaviou r and а lot 
gets the inputs right. It could be a controller, 

but the fewer abstractions, the better. Having . "ENS 

the in-game character using some kind of of social fri ction that 
helmet will help to make the connection with 

the player, and having the avatar standing or : 1 

sitting when the player is doing the same will WI | | 5 | ow If d own " 
also help. PlayStation Move controls are great 

because you can represent hands in the >» 
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game, which makes it feel so intuitive. Have 
you guys played The Heist? In that game you 
б" reach down to pick up а gun and then load it 
. а and shoot it, and it feels natural. 
NY It’s interesting that you’re talking about 
— Я because for me personally the type 
of VR experiences I want are those that get 
Е ту empathy circuits amped up. Yes, І want to 
go to amazing places and see amazing things, 
but I want to feel amazing things. 
DR We’ve done a lot of work on character — 
having an NPC looking at you and tracking 
you as you move your head, for example, and 
ooking you in the eye. We have characters 
handing objects to you, and that’s really 
powerful. In one of the heists you’re handed a 
mobile phone, and we use binaural sound so 
‘that it’s louder the closer you hold it to your 
jear. Another thing we have is an NPC who 
pulls a gun on you. You know you can get 
jaway in reality, but having an NPC point 
through a screen at you when you’re in there, 





VR isn’t very well suited to fast-moving 
experiences. Do you think that will 
$$ present problems to game developers? 
DR It's suited to more of a real-life pace right 
now. I think that will change over time, as 
people get more used to VR. At first, people 
want time to explore, to look around and kind 
of ground themselves. The Heist starts with a 
1 guy interrogating you; І remember going 
through the game just before we took it to 
GDC, and there’s maybe a minute where the 
guy doesn’t say a thing. You’re sitting there, 
“Having an NPC point 2 dba du de 
Shall we make him speak after, say, 15 
seconds?' But when people tried the game, no 
th rough а screen at you one said, *Oh, the beginning's a bit boring" 
They said, *OK, where are we?" So people do 
у : need the opportunity to acclimatise, and it's 
when youre in there, interesting to see what happens as they get 
more used to these experiences. 
« 520% NY A friend of mine, Steve Gray, used to 
kneel І ng down , if 15 work at Rhythm And Hues, the visual effects 
company, and one of the company’s 
businesses was rides for theme parks, and in 
building them they discovered that the 
motion platform, your vision and your sense 
of balance are very tightly connected. They 
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found out very quickly that if they didn’t 
have a motion platform that mapped directly 
o what your sense of balance was expecting, 
your brain got confused very quickly, and 
he result was nausea. And the biggest 
challenge in his mind in terms of the general 
adoption of VR is the fact that the motion 
platform is totally different from the visual 
and the sense-of-balance platforms. That's a 
fundamental human, physical thing that's 
difficult to solve. 

DR Another experience we have, which is also 
in The Heist, puts you in the passenger seat о 
a van, and there's very little acceleration, so 
we've designed a way of addressing those 
issues. But we've also talked about the fac 
that actually a lot of things we do in games 
are unrealistic because we're amping it up and 
exaggerating it. How fast do we move in 
games? It’s not based on human speed. So it's 
difficult to compare VR games and traditiona 
games in that sense because traditional games 
have those artificial aspects which are design 
choices to make it seem more exciting when 
you're looking through the window. 

TH That's true, but I think there's a reason so 
many VR games come back to seated cockpit 
experiences. For me personally there is 
something unsettling when it's so realistic 
and your character is walking but you're not 
physically moving in real life. There's a 
fundamental disconnect, at least one that I 
feel, which results in nausea. 

DP It's because when you're moving your 
legs, you have signals running up and down 
your spine saying that these things are 
moving, but if those things aren't really 
moving, it freaks your brain. 

NY So maybe the games that end up working 
the most effectively are the ones that take 
people to places they've never seen before, or 
give them experiences they've never actually 
had before. That might be one of the reasons 
why Adrift works well. Similarly, if you put 
me in the cockpit of something that's flying 
in space my brain doesn't have some 
conception of how it should function, and 
maybe that will help me get to the place 
where VR experiences can be longer and more 
complete. Almost all of us are not going to get 
the chance to go to space, so I wonder how 
much people would pay to have the 
experience virtually? 














Dave, what are your expectations for 
Project Morpheus? 

DR At our studio, we're just pleased to get 
hings out, to demonstrate it to consumers at 
shows and other events. It's been interesting 
or us because when you make a 'normal 
game you hold back a lot of elements from 
trade shows, but in our case we've been 
picking the best bits of the game to show to 
people. We've worked on lots of different 
projects and we've been able to get feedback 
early on in the process. For us, our 


expectations are all built around showing 
people what we're doing and getting them to 
experience it. 











Let's move on to mobile games, which you 
talked about at Evolve, Neil. In your 
keynote you said that, contrary to 
common perception, “peak mobile" hasn't 
been reached yet, even though a lot of 
people look at Supercell and the success of 
Clash Of Clans and decide to simply walk 
away from the market. You say that there 
are still lots of opportunities for 
developers in mobile gaming, but not 
every developer is set up in such a way 
that they'll be able to be successful, right? 

NY Yeah, I think there's a knowledge gap. I 
was talking about the existence of two things 
that drive market size. One is the adoption of 
a given technology — the number of people 
who have a technology — and the second is 
how much revenue is generated from each of 
the people in that market. From where I sit 
when I look at every analysis of the western 
smartphone business, it's a bit immature to 
call the market done. We definitely are done 





in the final phases of adoption — it's hard to 
imagine lots more western people getting 
smartphones — but we're really at the 
beginning of yield growth on a per-user basis, 
which is the sort of monetisation you can 
ultimately drive. The tools necessary to fully 
explore the market are not super well 
understood. A large part is because a lot of 
that innovation has happened in Asia, and 
Asia is just particularly opaque to westerners, 
between the language, interface paradigms 
and cultural differences, which are real. It's 
hard for developers to see beyond the surface 
and into what's necessary to get the industry 
to the next level. 





I'm also not saying, by the way, that the 
world needs to be all free-to-play. It definitely 
doesn't have to be — in fact, it would be 
terrible if it was. There's a huge market, 
measured in the hundreds of millions, or 
billions of people globally, and there's room in 
that market for the full gamut of things. But 
for us to fully unlock the potential of the 
market we have to figure out how to move 
mobile monetisation from where it is right 
now, which is pretty lowly, to where it 
ultimately can get to and should get to, for 
the value that it provides. 

RP I agree with this, and here's what's 
interesting. What if console videogames were 
like when we figured out film, and mobile's 
like when we added television, and then 
something else will happen later? Television 
will grow, but actually film will blow up. You 
couldn't do something like what they're doing 
today with the Marvel franchise, for example, 
back before television existed. Television is 
free access — everyone has one in their living 
room. Not everybody went to the movie 
theatre before television, but then people got 
comfortable consuming linear media and this 
kind of content, and there was a shift, and 
we're all consuming all of it now. 

NY I think there are generational waves, too 
— people are growing up being more 
comfortable with certain formats and certain 
mediums. There aren't these hard boundaries 
any more. With Fallout Shelter, for example, 
you didn't see a hard boundary with people 
saying, “Oh, I’m a gamer, therefore I don't 
play mobile games" Of course they play 
mobile games. Those hard boundaries do not 
exist because we're humans and we have a > 
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variety of tastes. You discover something 
in one place, and it can transition to another 
and vice versa. I started my life in what 
you would think of as traditional games; І 
started out making games for the Commodore 
64, the Amiga and the Atari ST, and then PC 
and console games, and I found my way to 
mobile, but a lot of what I personally apply 
in games today came from that console space. 
I think, equally, the lessons that we learn 
in mobile could transition back to console 
and PC games. 

DP What I was disappointed about with 
Fallout Shelter was that it was a throwback — 
it was a dinosaur of a game. It was a cash-in 
and a way of expanding its audience that took 
its lead from console, when what we need to 
see is mobile games leading the innovation. 
And I think that’s going to happen, but at the 
moment it still feels like the mainstream 
mobile market is an attempt to either broaden 
an appeal that is pre-existing or to use 
stripped-down variations of design which has 
been cut from traditional stuff. There are 
some amazing mobile games out there which 
throw the console and PC rulebook out and 
look at mobile as a different platform, by 
starting from zero and thinking about what a 
game experience on a mobile platform should 
mean. That’s where there’s almost a 
generational gap. It’s about getting a 
generation of developers through which 
doesn’t carry those kinds of hangovers. 


What would it take for you to get involved 
in the development of mobile games at 
this point in time? 

DP The pricing game — the race to the 
bottom — would have to be kicked out, 
simply. Studios are putting games out there 
that cost a reasonable amount to develop, and 
they absolutely need a return off it. Does the 
market exist out there in mobile to ensure a 
safe return? But I’m also aware that the only 
way you could address pricing issues would 
be by having a critical mass of developers 
saying, “Actually, do you know what...” It’s 
been great seeing mobile-game developers 
come out over the past year saying, yes, we 
are going to pitch this at 5.99, 6.99, 10.99 — 
not because we necessarily think we’re going 
to make more money that way, but because 
we're saying that this has a value that is 
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comparable to titles on traditional platforms. 
Because a game exists on a mobile shouldn' 
mean automatically that it's worthless. 

It ties into a larger cultural issue. I think at 
the moment we've ripped the arse out of 
media's value — we expect to get our media 
for free, and that's just obscene, because i 
underplays the talent and resources that go 
into making it, and I think that it's 
legitimately very, very dangerous in terms of 
standing in the way of innovation. 

TH From my perspective, I see it not at all as 
a race to the bottom. As a developer 





producing free-to-play games on PC and now 
looking at console, I think the model can be 
implemented very exploitatively, but when 





it's done the right way it's the most player- 
friendly model that we've looked at as an 
industry. So I don't think the pricing model 
by itself would be an obstacle for us; I think 
it’s an opportunity to create player-friendly 
monetisation mechanics on mobile that 
follow what we try to do on the PC. 
For us, there would be two reasons to 
enter the mobile market: first, it would be 
extending our IP with a good game, like the 
Fallout folks did, because that would help 
with the discovery problem that I believe 
exists on mobile, and we have a community 
already invested in Smite and Tribes, so if we 
used the IP to create a good mobile game, that 
would help us. Second, I still think there are 
innovative mechanics on mobile. There's not 
a lot of skill-based, competitive mobile games 
rght now, and that's an opportunity, 
specifically competitive free-to-play games. 
For us, it would definitely be as free-to-play. 








It seems that it's more difficult to be 
successful with mediocre games on mobile 
nowadays. Do you think that's accurate? 
NY I think it depends on your definition of 
quality. There's a push in the mobile industry 
towards console quality, which I personally 
hink is ridiculous. The real question is: 
what's the highest-quality activity can you 
give people? That's not to say that the game 
shouldn't look great and shouldn't sound 
great, but that's not what you're building for. I 
hink the market is actually proving this in 
hat the top-grossing games, at least, are 
almost inversely correlated with what you 
would think of as traditional quality from a 
production-value standpoint. They jus 
provide a different type of quality, a differen 
ype of activity, and a different type of 
enjoyment. On the surface, it looks like 
here's this move towards more and more 
quality — I think Zynga are trying to reinven 
hemselves by moving in that direction — bu 
my personal feeling is that that direction is a 
giant mistake. When you go there, you're 
saying, *Oh, fuck, we're at the peak momen 
in the market and we have to differentiate 
ourselves somewhere”, and you steer towards 
either high production values or more 
licensed IP. I know from what I saw at DeNA 
in Japan that there's so much more life left in 
the market without going in that direction. 
You don't want to go there first because you 
end up painting yourself into a corner where, 
yes, you may have a game that is beautiful and 
amazing, but it’s going to run afoul of the 
underlying dynamics of how people use the 
device, and it will never get to the type of 
scale that will make it a fulfilling business 
proposition, even if it might be a fulfilling 
gaming proposition. 

DP I think you've got to look at the positive. I 
mean, I'm an optimist — I believe that people 
in the games industry are smart — and year in 
and year out we see good-looking shit games 
flop. Just because you work in the mobile 
industry doesn't mean you don't see good- 
ooking shit games flop in the console sector. 
Why would you want to make a good-looking 
shit game? Because they don't make money, 
hey flop, they bomb. It's the old saying: you 
can't polish a turd. No matter how good it 
ooks, how good the production values are, if 
it's not a good game... 
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NY In terms of relationships, I think there’s a 
really good argument to say that tablet games 
and console games are really close. 

DR To me, tablet games seem a lot more 
about multiplayer. Not necessarily turn- 
taking; my kids will play on a tablet together 
because the screen's bigger, whereas they'll 
just fight over a mobile. With the tablet, 
they'll share the experience. 

DP Have you played the iOS version of 
BioShock? It's so interesting. It was dreadful 
for load times, which made it hard to play as a 
mobile game, but what was really interesting 
about it was that they just did away with the 
jump function. And it made you go back to 
the original and ask: why did they put a jump 
function in this game? The gameplay was just 
as solid without it. And it made you think 
more generaly: why do you put a jump ^ a 
function in any game? „А 
RP If there wasn’t a jump function іп the | k 
console game, the console critics wouldn’t ; 
have accepted it. 

DP It’s a really interesting area. In closing the 
loop between tablets and console, it makes us 
start questioning the assumptions we make in МЕ 
console and PC game development. Why the 

hell are we putting this stuff in here? It 
increases our QA times, it has loads of * 
dependencies, but in reality it contributes 
nothing to gameplay except fulfilling an 
expectation that it'll be there. 

RP I think that's the true definition of quality, 
incidentally. It’s not about any particular 
measure — gameplay, graphics or otherwise — 

it's about to what extent the result meets or 
exceeds the expectation the customer had for 

it. That's it. So when I play a shooter on ü А у 5 
consoles, when I press А I'd better well pop | th 1 nk we ve г! pped 

into the air; if that doesn’t happen, 

something’s wrong. That’s the expectation И 

that the critic and the gamer has. the arse out of med ia’s 

DP That’s where truly great design comes in. 

Truly great design diverts you through those 

issues. I remember playing [Xbox 360 title] value — we expect to 

Condemned: the game started and I couldn’t 

sprint, I couldn’t jump, and I thought, ‘What R 

is this? This is garbage. Half an hour later, get our media for free, 

you forgot that you ought to be able to jump 

because its such a well-designed game. : As we head into the all-important pudding 
That’s interesting to me, and it feeds into the an d th a t’s |9 sto bsce n е” zone for the concluding part of this discussion, 
expanding market for games. I think we're next issue we discuss MOBAs, eSports and 
only scratching the surface. Ш dan pinchbecl authorial control in modern game production. 
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HER STORY 


Sam Barlow and Viva Seifert talk us — in spoilerfilled detail — 
through this shake-up of game narrative conventions 
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ig publishers and their aversion to 

risk makes for a solid, if familiar, 

backbone to a story, but it's usually 

slaved to a simplistic narrative. As a 
topic, creative stagnation looms large over 
the videogame industry, spurring talk of an 
increasingly desolate landscape of numbered 
sequels and incremental feature bloat. Its a 
genuine concern, even if such warnings often 
appear, without apparent irony, next to lists of 
ten things to be excited for in Fallout 4. 

Yet there is a bright side to an undeniable 
degree of calcification at one end of the market: 
the stifling conservatism of the disc-in-a-box 
machine creates a pressure-cooker environment 
that compresses a certain breed of creative 
soul until their shelved dreams erupt out into 
violently original indie games. Narrative high- 
water mark Her Story is one of them, and it 
would not exist as it does today were it not 
for entrenched publisher thinking. 

Of course, that's still a rough way to enter 
this world, and the catalyst for the creation of 
Her Story was no easier on then-Climax Studios 
game director Sam Barlow. In 2012, he had to 
watch as his singleplayer Legacy Of Kain revival 
(subtitled Dead Sun) was smothered in its crib 
over fears of its viability in a landscape reformed 
by PS4 and Xbox One. As Barlow puts it, “Part 
of the climate in which Dead Sun was cancelled 
was publishers not knowing what the market 
was going to be like... just trying to understand 
budgets and all these scary things. You're seeing 
publishers shutting down left, right and centre. 
Things were very risk averse. They still are.” 


Barlow had been following his own 
trajectory for a while, exploring unconventional 
narrative structures first in 1999 interactive fiction 
experiment Aisle and more recently in 20095 
Silent Hill: Shattered Memories, and had little 
intention of adjusting course to stick to safe bets. 
A year of pitching ideas that almost happened 
but never quite came to fruition followed, after 
which he considered a more radical change in 
approach still. “At that point, | was thinking, 
‘What are my options to work on the kind of 
material | want to work on3' he says. "I'd 
always kind of been reluctant to leave behind 
traditional development and go indie, just 
because it felt like | would be leaving behind too 
many things that were useful to me. But | was 
becoming aware of how jealous | was of games 





Viva Seifert, the only actor to appear in the game, had 
just one readthrough to prepare before shooting began 


like Simogo make and the stuff Inkle do now. 
And as | became aware of that, | was like, well, 
clearly these guys are making things that are 
really interesting and personal. They're executed 
to their fullest. You don't look at those games and 
go, ‘If only they had another million dollars...“ 


“| GUESS | WAS 
THINKING, РІМ 
GOING TO GO 
INDIE, | SHOULD DO 
THE THING I'M NOT 


BEING ALLOWED ТО” 


Now all Barlow needed was his idea. With 
the support of his wife and their savings, he 
could buy a year of development time. It had 
to be spent on something he loved, because it 
might be his last act of rebellion. So what better 
place to draw from than the publishers’ rejection 
pile? “| was kind of tinkering with ideas around 
police procedural crime fiction, because that's 
something I've pitched lots of times in the past 
and it never really gets a lot of traction with 
publishers. In fact, Shattered Memories was 
originally pitched as a game about being a 
homicide detective. | guess | was thinking, ‘If I'm 
going to go independent, | should do the thing 
I'm not being allowed to do now." 

Even then, there was a lot he remained 
undecided on. "| didn't really know where 
| was going with it at that point," Barlow admits. 
"| didn't have video іп my head. | wasn't thinking 
about the database or anything like that. Then 


| think one day | just woke up, or | was having 

a walk or something, and the idea popped into 
my head, which was the combination of the 
database, it being real video, and this series 

of police interviews. Once those bits pinged into 
my head, | [could fathom] it: that approach has 
a unique aesthetic; the way the database would 
work would excuse or make a strength of a lot of 
the issues about using video in gameplay." 

He was also excited that the central search 
mechanic could be understood by anyone who 
could use Google. In his pursuit of a style of 
storytelling that mainstream game businesses 
found unacceptably niche, Barlow happened 
to conceive a style of game so accessible that 
anyone who has ever owned a smartphone or 
PC would intuitively know how to play it. 

There was still a vestige of the traditional 
designer left in Barlow, though, and while the 
concept had become more fully formed, it had 
yet їо prove to him that it could stand up without 
sops fo common game design practice. At that 
point, the plan was to gate footage behind 
keywords, and turn a procedural drama into 
a procedure of figuring out set puzzles. That 
structure would reveal itself as unnecessary 
when, seeking a way їо test his plan, Barlow fed 
the transcripts of real police interviews into the 
kind of database he had in mind. The results 
were electrifying, and one case was formative. 

"А teenage boy had murdered his parents. 
He'd done it for the inheritance money," Barlow 
explains. “| found the police were asking him all 
these open questions, just getting him to talk 
about anything, and he did a very good job of 
not really contradicting himself in a way that 
would link him to the crime. But everything he 
alked about — whether [he was asked] what are 
your favourite movies? What do you do on the 
weekend? What do you like to eat? How do 
you get on with your mum and your dad? - all 
hese questions, all of it came back to money. 
And you would pick up on this, and you would 
search words and phrases to do with money... 

t was really interesting and cool that this stuff 
hat hadn't been at all scripted - just the way 
anguage works and the way people talk in 
hese interviews — kind of revealed these themes. 
Playing that as a player felt slightly magical." 

He wanted his game to capture that feeling, 
even though it was far riskier to leave the player 
o see what they wanted, when they wanted. 
So puzzles were scrapped and Barlow threw > 
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ТНЕ МАКІМС ОҒ... 


himself into creating a storyline that would merge 
the authenticity of the police interview process 
with his dramatic tale. One crucial thing was that 
it had to be a fiction rich enough to sustain the 
scrutiny of being examined from every angle, 
which meant creating a web of documents 
detailing the life stories of every character. 

"Once I'd done that, the process of writing the 
dialogue was fairly straightforward,” Barlow says 
with the blind modesty of a man consumed by his 
croft, "because these characters were desperate 
to have their chance to speak. So that was just 
me sitting down and letting the characters talk to 
each other through me. | had a rough map of, on 
each interview day, this is where the detectives’ 
heads are at, this is where the people being 
interviewed are, this is what the detectives have 
discovered or what they want to pick up on. 

"Then the final step was taking that dialogue 
and plugging it into this horrific spreadsheet that 
kept crashing my laptop. That analysed every 
single word that was in the dialogue, checked 
how often it appeared, and sanity-checked it: are 
there answers that are given that would be really 
hard to find through searching? Are there words 
used way too much, so they essentially become 
useless? It was very easy for me then to go in 
and, based on the numbers that were being spat 
out, prune and sculpt so that | was never at any 
point scripting a specific path for players.” 

Barlow тау have shed a lot of what he'd 
picked up across a decade of mainstream game 
creation, but he took with him the contact details 
of an actor he’d worked with on Dead Sun, Viva 
Seifert. The pair had kept in touch, swapping 
details of the movies they'd seen with their kids 
and how often these had made them cry. (“Не 
always cries more than me," says Seifert. "He's 
like, | cried five times in Home.’ I'm like, Wow. 
| only cried опсе.'") With Barlow's script ready, 
the talk turned from films to filming. 

"He emailed me and he said, ‘I'm going 
it alone. l'm working on a new project, my 
own project, and |ме written a script. At the 
centre of this script is a character | think you'd 
be perfect for. Would you be interested?' And 
| said, ‘Yes, of course l'm interested. Tell me 














more.’ Because I'd worked with him before, 

| already knew | was in good hands, really... 
What | didn't know until | got the script was 
that | was the only character. And that's when 
it dawned on me, and that's when the pressure 


‚н 


hit. | realised, ‘Holy shit, | am ће game’. 
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Q&A 


Viva Seifert 


Actor, musician 


How intense 
was the shoot? 
lt was awkward, 
hard, cold and 
strange. Exactly what it should have been. You 
know, that's my [character's] situation, so | think 
that helped. For the last one, we did that in a 
different room. And | sit down and go, “Oh, 
this is a пісе new room, isn't it?” It was bigger, 
and it was warmer, and | could really relax 
getting into it — basically doing my confession. 


What about the guitar scene? Did you prompt 
that, or was it in there from the beginning? 

| don't know that it was there from ће 
beginning, but Sam shot me an email saying, 
‘Can you play guitare’ | said, "Well, I'm not 
really a great guitar player. | can play drums.’ 
And he was like, ‘Hmm. | don't know it's going 
to work so well in the police station if you get 
out your drums and start singing.’ | said, ‘Well, 
| can play a guitar, so what did you have in 
mind?’ And he sent me the murder ballad. 

He changed the words; | changed the chords. 
We just made it work for both of us, basically. 
But, once again, he didn't even hear me play 
it [beforehand]. | played it twice, and he was 
filming both of them. 





How about your acting choices? Were you 
guided much there? 

Sam guided me at the beginning, but as soon 
as he said "Action!" it was up to me 10 just go 
and interpret. And we'd worked together 
before, so he kind of trusted me, and knows 
what | do. But we were very much against the 
clock. We did finish. After the end of the week's 
filming, we both said, “ОК, now we're ready to 
film. That should have been our rehearsal.’ But 

| suppose that's also something that's quite nice, 
because it's a raw and fresh performance. 


The pressure on Seifert was immense, but ditto 
ог the man behind the camera. After more than 
six months of preparation, the shoot had to be 
urned around in a week. Barlow sourced a few 
rooms in a council building in Truro, Cornwall, so 
his actor wouldn't have to travel far from home. 
He would also be director, read the detectives’ 
ines and supply props. The latter proved their 
own source of pressure, not least because they 
were so limited. Take Eve's temporary tattoo. 71 
hink he only had one," Seifert says. "So when 
he was putting it on my arm, he was shaking, 
because it was like, ‘This is it. The tattoo has to 
be in the right place. It can't be slightly crooked. 








And when we peel it off, you can't pull off bits 
of the tattoo and make it grubby and childlike.” 
Hollywood it wasn't. And as strange and 

uncomfortable as it was for the participants, it 
must have been odder still for the cubicle dwellers 
overhearing Seifert's performance. "There were 
people passing outside and I'm singing with a 
guitar," she laughs. "They were probably just 
thinking, "What the hell is going on in there? 
Filming? There's only two of you and a camera. 
What can you possibly be filming?" 


With the film in the can, Barlow's task 
became simpler, not least because support from 
the Indie Fund bought him more time to polish. 
He dug into fake computer interfaces and the 
bespoke programs used by police forces to create 
the LOGIC database. He set up a 3D scene with 
strip lights and onlooking viewer to provide the 
atmospheric reflections that appear onscreen 
during play. Then it was just a matter of pushing 
the game to Steam and Apple and hoping his 
massive gamble paid off. After all, who knows 
what appetite exists for something so unusual? 

"| think the night we launched it was number 
two on Steam," Barlow says, after admitting to 
having modest expectations for the game's 
popularity. “Тһе only thing that was selling more 
than it at that point was CounterStrike, which | 
think just sells – if you get a Steam account, you 
have to play Counter-Strike. So, yeah, then it 
started trending on Twitter, then Apple picked it up 
and again | wasn't... | was probably at one point 
more worried about whether Apple would allow it 
on the service, because you know there's so much 
press these days about Apple not allowing you to 
explore certain themes in games." 

Of course, there's more to the tale of Her Story 
than that. There's a decade of stories of a brain 
being honed under the pressures of big-budget 
game production. But perhaps some things are 
best left untold. As Barlow says: "There's the 
storytelling maxim that you should start your story 
at the most interesting point in someone's life, tell 
that little bit and then get out. A lot of my favourite 
stories tell the story of the beginning of the most 
interesting part of people's lives, and then leave 
you with questions that allow that character to go 
on living in your head. If you tell the entire story, 
it's almost like having a pinned butterfly on the 
wall... But to give people that space, to let 
characters carry on and have you thinking 
that over in your head, is really awesome." В 











© Barlow created these images 
for the thematic apperception test 
scenes. The TAT is used to illuminate 
motivations and social viewpoints 
through the stories that candidates 
conjure for the depicted characters. 
@ The VHS fuzz and aberrations 
weren't added to the footage via 
After Effects, but by feeding HD 
video through this bank of players 
and then back into the computer. 
© After years of creating virtual 
props, Barlow admits he found it 
refreshing to make physical objects 
to support Her Story. This is just 
one of the prop boxes, but in it you 
can see evidence bags, TAT cards, 
and details on the suspect's car. 

Q Barlow conducted extensive 
research on fake interfaces at 
accessmaincomputerfile.net before 
creating his version of Windows 
95. The Mirror Game within the 
game reflects the story's themes. 
Ө The detectives’ dialogue was all 
scripted, and Barlow considered 
making script pages an unlockable, 
before deciding it was too game-y 
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PLAYTONIC 
GAMES 


Meet the ехВаге men 
returning to what their 
former studio did best 


By Curis SCHILLING 





һе answer comes almost before the 

question has left our lips. There are many 

different possible catalysts for leaving 

behind the comfort and safety of a 
position at a large developer to start afresh as 
an independent studio; Playtonic Games founder 
and creative director Gavin Price need only state 
a year: 2002. He smiles as he says it, and it 
turns out that he’s halFjoking: Microsoft's takeover 
of Rare may have been the point at which the first 
seeds of doubt were planted, but it wasn't until 
six years later that he seriously began to explore 
the notion of going it alone. 

For Price, it was 2008's vehicle-heavy Banjo- 
Kazooie: Nuts & Bolts that represented the 
tipping point. Not because it was bad, but he 
was disappointed not to be making the kind of 
game ће felt played to the studio's strengths. "It's 
always exciting to try to do something new with 
a franchise, but it was a few foo many steps 
away from what people loved," he tells us. “It's 
a good concept, and would have been great 
as a new IP, but any time publishers can de-risk 
[a game], they will. Attaching a licence that is 
already loved is their way of de-risking it." 

| dawned on Price that, as a firstparty studio, 
Rare would always have to align itself to its 
owner's needs. The 3D platformer might have 
been Каге5 speciality, but the format holder no 
longer considered that genre viable. “I thought, 
"This is crazy,” Price says. “We had guys who 
were experts at making games like Jet Force 
Gemini and Perfect Dark. We were comfortable 
in those genres, and loved making games that 
way. As soon as | realised that we weren't going 
to be able to [make] them any more within that 
kind of company, | thought it might be best to 
start thinking of ways to move on. It's just taken 
a long time to get the right mix of people.” 

In the meantime, Price had looked on 
enviously at smaller studios that were creating 
labours of love and enjoying commercial success. 
The sudden and sharp rise in the popularity of 
indie games saw the likes of Braid and Super 
Meat Boy receive the kind of coverage once 
reserved for games from larger studios. It 
reminded Price how he had felt when he first 
started in game development, and made him 
realise just how much he missed that sensation. 
“Every time | read а news story online or in a 
magazine, it'd be like, ‘These guys are in it just 
for themselves.’ | remember seeing Joe Danger by 
Hello Games. Now, they've done it perfectly. 
They've gone from making a great game, made 
some money from it, and now they're scaling up 














Playtonic's offices might be cramped, but its staff are comfy 
with each another. From left: Mark Stevenson, Steve Mayles, 
Steven Hurst, Chris Sutherland, Gavin Price, Jens Restemeier 


and doing No Man's Sky, which is fantastic. 
Every story | read like that was another nudge 
in my back pushing me out of the door.” 

It took а little longer for others to come around 
to a similar way of thinking. Little by litle, and 
with increasing encouragement from his peers, 
Price gained confidence in the idea of forming a 
new company to make the kind of games Rare 
used to make. He formulated detailed business 
plans, knowing it would take a persuasive 








PLeYTONIC 
Gornes 


Founded 2015 

Employees 8 

Key staff Gavin Price (managing director 
and creative lead), Chris Sutherland (project 
director and software engineer], Steve Mayles 
[character art director], Jens Restemeier 
(technical director) 

URL www.playtonicgames.com 

Selected softography (at Rare) Battletoads, 
Donkey Kong Country, Banjo-Kazooie 
Current projects Yooka-laylee 


Kameo and Kinect Sports. One of Price's original 
aims was 10 recreate the kind of environment that 
birthed games such as Donkey Kong 64 and 
Banjo-Kazooie, but it's doubtful he expected quite 
such a close match. It may, in fact, be too close. 
Playtonic is soon to move to larger premises on a 
higher floor of its current building, but for several 
months everyone has been crammed into a tiny, 
boxy office – the kind where moving your chair 
back a foot or so may well see you bump into 
someone sitting behind you. 

Any discomfort, however, has been tempered 
by the ability to work with trusted colleagues. 
Mayles hints at an initial rustiness on his part ("but 


"WHEN YOU HAVE GUYS YOU CAN 


TRUST, 


YOU DON'T NEED TO HAVE 


MASSIVE DESIGN DOCS WRITTEN UP" 


argument to get his experienced colleagues to 
leave a studio some of them had been working 
at for decades. Even so, he was confident he 
could convince people to jump ship. "I always 
thought it was a case of, ‘If you build it, they will 
соте. But even then, it was quite a brave step 
for people like Steve Mayles to decide to join 
us. | just said, ‘Trust me. It'll be fine."" 


First to follow Price was veteran programmer 
Chris Sutherland, whose credits include coding 
and design work on some of Rare’s besHoved 
games, such as Battletoads and ВапјоКагооје. 
He was also responsible for Rare's trademark 
gobbledygook voice acting, and has assumed 

a similar role at Playtonic, voicing both Yooka 
and Laylee. Behind him is technical director Jens 
Restemeier, who sits next to character art director 
Steve Mayles. They're joined by environment 
artist Steven Hurst and technical art director Mark 
Stevenson - again, both exRare — and since the 
Kickstarter campaign ended, Playtonic has 
recruited artist Dean Wilson, who worked on 


now I'm back in the groove”), but otherwise 
the transition has been a smooth one. With a 
crowdfunding campaign planned to launch so 
early in Playtonic's life, it had to be. "We don't 
want to be this [documentation]heavy, process- 
driven studio," Price explains. "When you have 
guys you can trust, you don't need to have 
massive design docs written up or anything like 
that — you can just have a conversation with any 
one of them and agree to do things [a certain] 
way. And whatever it is, it turns up in the game a 
short time later and it's already looking fantastic 
and feeling great. We've got people with the 
talent to almost pull this off in their sleep." 
Those experienced hands do no harm from a 
marketability point of view, either. Уоокачаујее 5 
Kickstarter campaign was an attractive one for 
many reasons, but the knowledge that this 3D 
platformer was being made by several fan- 
favourite developers would undoubtedly have 
been a factor in those 73,000-odd backers 
committing £2m to partfund development. “It's 
not something we were necessarily trying to > 
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achieve," Price admits, "but you can't avoid 

it with the games we've made." He suggests, 
however, that even a failed campaign wouldn't 
have changed much. The studio still wanted to 
make a game like Уоокачаујее: the extra money 
has simply given Playtonic room to scale up. 

Yet even with some private funding already 
in place, there must surely have been a touch of 
concern about the viability of this style of game 
in the modern market. Price, however, says he 
was always confident the audience was there for 
Yooka-laylee. "Big publishers, especially over the 
past five or six years, [have become] so risk 
averse. They'll just follow the genres or licences 
that guarantee them a big return. And so it 
becomes a selHulfilling prophecy: when no one's 
making 3D platformers, no one will come along 
and make another one. Except Nintendo.” 





The campaign took around three months of 
hard work to assemble, and Playtonic studied a 
variety of other crowdfunded success stories for 
tips, discovering that there were no guarantees, 
no hard-and-fast rules to follow to succeed. 
Initially, there was even concern that the funding 
targets were in sterling rather than dollars. 
"When you listen to [advice] like that, it's easy to 
get fixated on it," Price tells us. "Then someone 
pointed out to us that the biggest Kickstarter 
success of the previous year was Kingdom 
Come: Deliverance, and that was in pounds." 

Though Price believes the big-name publishers 
have left enough of a gap in the market for 
Playtonic to exploit, he concedes that Kickstarter 
was the only realistic route to make a game of 
this nature in a reasonable time frame. “It just 
means we can get it done so much faster," he 
explains. "We didn't have to go through massive 
committees and greenlight meetings. It was just 
us and a community of backers, and that's 
exacily what we wanted it to be." 
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Indeed, it seems those who've dipped 
into their pockets have been an uncommonly 
supportive bunch from the start, giving Playtonic 
the confidence that it was on the right track. The 
studio was subsequently able to capitalise on the 
early buzz that preceded the Kickstarter, setting 
up forums and regularly responding to feedback 
on Facebook and Twitter. "The message from 
fans was: ‘This is great. Don't listen to anyone 
else, just make the game you want to make, 
because we want in on that,” Price says. 

Which isn't to say the community isn't vocal 
about ideas it doesn't agree with, as Sutherland 
recounts. “After that initial interview with Edge, 
when Early Access was mentioned, as soon as 








“THE MESSAGE FROM 
GREAT. 
MAKE THE GAME YOU 


we launched the forums [people said], ‘Please, 
please do not do Early Access!’” 

Still, having tens of thousands of voices firing 
ideas at Playtonic must present quite a challenge. 
What do you listen to, and what do you tune 
out? And yet it seems, thus far, that the studio and 
its backers have been on the same page. "We're 
strangely, mystically aligned already!” Price 
laughs. "We're saying we want a game that is 
like the old classic 3D mascot platformers we 
used to make, and they're saying, ‘We want 
that too!’ They'll say things like "Wouldn't it be 
great if it had transformations?’ And we're like, 
"Well, yeah, of course!” 

The validation of its plans is an obvious plus, 
but Playtonic has found an ancillary benefit to its 
community's creativity. Price admits that team 
members will trawl forums and social media for 


DON’T LISTEN 





Playtonic has partnered with Team 17, which Price says helps his staff focus on making 
the game while the label handles support tasks. “This isn't a traditional publisher deal," he 
clarifies. David Wise (above) is working with Grant Kirkhope on Yooka-Laylee's soundtrack 


the best ideas. "Our little corner of the Internet is 
the happiest place l've seen in a long time," he 
adds. "And long may it continue, touch wood." 
The studio has set itself a tight deadline to 
complete Yooka-laylee, and isn’t ruling out the 
possibility of further recruitment. But for the time 
being, it's happy to stay as what Price describes 
as “an N64-sized team of people”. He's keen 
that Playtonic is diligent in the money it spends 
("I'm a bit of a bean counter anyway!” he laughs) 
with so many stories of indie expansion ending 
disastrously. The key, he says, is not to fix what 
isn't broken, though he also suggests that the 
studio can handle bringing a secondary, smaller 
team on board to work on additional projects - 





FANS WAS: ‘THIS IS 
TO ANYONE, JUST 
WANT ТО МАКЕ”” 


naturally after development of Yooka-laylee has 
concluded. In other words, there’s no danger 
hat Playtonic is about to get too big too soon. 
"| don't want to get in the position I've seen 
several other people get into. | hate the fear of 
hinking how | might feel if we stretch too far." 

If it seems a little premature to be considering 
longterm plans before you've even released your 
irst game, that speaks volumes about how much 
and for how long Price has invested in Playtonic. 
And while some would argue 15 playing things a 
ille too safe for its debut, a pragmatic approach 
is understandable. "I couldn't tell everyone to 
eave [Rare] and then risk it all on doing some 
weird experimental game that could go either 
way," Price says. "It has to be something that 
makes business sense as well, because we 
want to be in this for the long run." II 





© These are the Ghost Writers, 
responsible for Yooka-Laylee's 
storybook worlds. You'll earn a 
reward for freeing their spirits. 

@ Yooka and Laylee speak in that 
distinctive brand of gibberish 

that many associate with Rare 
games. Lead programmer Chris 
Sutherland voices both stars. 

Ө Trowzer is a shopkeeper who'll 
teach the duo some new moves. 

@ This lead character concept was 
scrapped for more of an underdog. 
Ө An early NPC created by Kev 
Bayliss, the ex-Rare artist behind 
Killer Instinct and Battletoads. 

@ This enemy has the tentative 
name of ‘burly minion'. He'll need 
more than a swipe to defeat 
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REVIEWS. PERSPECTIVES. INTERVIEWS. AND SOME NUMBERS 


STILL REVIEWED 
PLAYING THIS ISSUE 


Titanfall Xbox One 104 Metal Gear Solid V: 


Respawn’s shooter has changed greatly The Phantom Pain 
since launch, with a host of new maps and 360. PC, PS3. PS4. Xbox One 
modes making it a difficult game to go tM PE 
back to after so long away. We soon find 
our way around the arenas, however, and ] 08 Everybody's Gone 
slip back into a rampage of wall-running, To The Rapture 
double-jumping and dispatching Al grunts PS4 


to bring the дате% biggest thrill – the hefty 
thunk of an airdropped mech smashing 


into terra firma — that little bit closer. 1 1 2 Galak-Z: The Dimensional 
Destiny P54 PC, PS4 
The news that Destiny's first-year arsenal 
will soon be made obsolete has sent the 1 1 4 Until Dawn 
bulk of our friends list scurrying off to other PS4 


games, but we're not going anywhere. 
Even without the lure of hot new loot, 
Destiny retains its magic; in fact there’s a 1 1 6 Devil’s Third 
certain thrill in the temporary removal Wii U 
of gun-lust, letting us enjoy the game for 
what it is without fretting about where 


our next leap in power is coming from. 11 8 Satellite Reign 
PC 


Mafia II PC 
With Mafia Ill moving the action from the 
eastern seaboard to the deep south there'll 1 20 Beyond Eyes 
be no repeat of a memorable early scene РС PS4. Xbox One 
in Mafia Il, when protagonist Vito Scalleta i 
returned home from the war to a wintry 
Empire Bay. So we reinstall, fire up chapter ] 2 ] Submerged 
select, trudge through the snow to Dean PC PS4, Xbox Опе 


Martin burbling, "Baby, it's cold outside", 
and wonder whether the new game can 


possibly match up to this atmosphere. ] 23 Rocket League 
PC, PS4 
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Unlearning Japanese 


Three-and-echalf years ago, Hideo Kojima gave a telling interview about the 
state of the Japanese videogame industry. He was asked if he agreed with 
Keiji Inatune, who had spent the previous years damning Japanese development 
for failing to get with the times. A few weeks earlier, Inafune had called his 
countrymen losers. Kojima's view was rather more balanced and instructive. 

"The problem, really, is more about where people are looking and who they're 
targeting," he said. "A lot of creators are focused just on Japan and the Japanese 
market, and aren't aware of what people around the world want." He specified 
where Japan had fallen behind: "Technology, gameplay and worldview." 

Tomonobu Itagaki has spent the past five years making a game that blends 
classically eastern and western genres - the brawler and the shooter — using 
western technology at a Japanese studio. After changes to its engine, publisher 
and platform, Devil's Third (p116) is finally here. | is a 
failure in almost every respect. 

Can Kojima follow his own advice? His past work has 
portrayed a man too self-indulgent to think much about others 
– this, after all, is a director who once had us sit through 71 
minutes of cutscene. The Phantom Рат (p104) is a triumph, 
and satisfies all his criteria: superspy fiction has long had 
global appeal, but never before has MGS looked as good 
as it does on Fox Engine. Never has it been so systemically 
rich and varied. And never has it been set across the sort of 
vast open videogame world so beloved in the west. 

Inafune, while making for good copy, tends to speak in 
problems. Years ago, Kojima had the solution, and he has 
just proved that it works. With any luck the wider Japanese 
industry will begin to heed his advice. Perhaps ltagaki, if 
anyone will still have him, will learn a thing or two as well. 
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Metal Gear Solid V: The Phantom Pain 





ideo Kojima isn’t normally one to practise what 
he preaches. The Metal Gear saga warns against 
puppet masters who would govern our lives from 
the shadows, but does so in adventures traditionally 
trussed up by directorial intent and a rigid script. 
Kojima’s self-contradictory nature is perfectly captured 
in The Phantom Pain when series mainstay Revolver 
Ocelot berates new recruits for “fighting as Hollywood 
taught them” only to spend a few seconds swivelling a 
six-shooter on his finger in slow motion. This is the 
same man who, two hours earlier, helped us unload a 
shotgun into a flaming unicorn. The series has made 
knowing nods to the conflict between authorial vision 
and agency in the past — think of Raiden at the end of 
МС52- but until The Phantom Pain (and its playable 
prologue, Ground Zeroes), it had not sought to remedy it. 
Reconciliation begins in the topography of The 
Phantom Pain’s two regions: Afghanistan and the 
Angola-Zaire border. Wide open plains welcome free 
roaming and meandering flower-picking (Big Boss 
hasn’t turned peacenik; you craft blooms into potent 
tranquillisers), but predominantly exist to offer freedom 
of approach to the villages, palaces and military bases 
where missions play out. Sweeping the area with a pair 
of binoculars marks guards in the vicinity and begins to 
reveal a level designer’s hand at work — a convenient 
sewer channel under a bridge, a crate with which to 
hop a fence — but there’s never a single, clear entrance. 
A warren of alleys swarming with guards and a stretch 
of desert watched over by a gun turret represent two 
very different tactical demands, with even more 
variation when you factor in a day/night cycle that 
punishes dawdlers with a change of patrol pattern. 
Nervous guard AI means your chosen path isn’t even 
guaranteed to play out the same way twice. A turn of 
the head or sneaky cigarette break might give them 
a glimpse of Big Boss belly-flopping behind a boulder, 
a sizzling white halo confirming that their curiosity has 
been piqued. Will they wander over, call for a friend, 
or register the movements on the radio? Not knowing 
allows trouble to bubble up organically, requiring a 
heart-thumping burst of improvisation to avoid further 
escalation. Crucially, guards are not gifted with the 
supernatural prescience that plagues most stealth- 
action games, so when a full alert does descend, there’s 
always a fighting chance to escape. Combined with the 
threat of lost progress — the result of wide checkpoint 
spacing — this instils a will to live, heightening the 
tension of the kind of escapes that in earlier Metal 
Gears might break down into Benny Hill-like chaos. 
Moving away from easily predictable AI makes for a 
more demanding game, countered by the sheer volume 
of support systems that exist to scale The Phantom 
Pain’s stealth difficulty to your liking. Activating Reflex 
Mode grants you a slow-motion second to silence any 
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guard that spots you. The stress of landing the shot, 
especially against heavily armoured soldiers, rules it 
out as an instant-win solution, and also makes the 
amplified thud of trang dart meeting skull all the more 
satisfying. Reflex also inadvertently generates those 
ludicrous moments of slo-mo posturing Kojima usually 
crams into cutscenes: being spotted as we drove off a 
cliff rendered one helpless freefall as a majestic Thelma 
& Louise tribute. Louder film tastes are replicated in 
bombing runs that wipe all life from the map, but 
punish your end-of-level ranking in the process. There’s 
even a Nintendo-like solution in the Chicken Hat, a 
novelty costume unlocked if you fail repeatedly that 
sends those who spot you into paroxysms of laughter. 
It may be beneath your dignity, but it’s a playful safety 
net and makes for the most accessible Metal Gear yet. 
At the other end of the difficulty spectrum lies a 
series of late-game mission remixes that force you to 
dig deeper into Big Boss’s core abilities. Total stealth 
runs take away Reflex and fail you on a single sighting, 
turning once-simple operations into painstaking crawls. 
Hardcore remakes are less subtle, crudely upping the 
challenge by reducing your health bar and arming 
grunts with rocket launchers. The best are Subsistence 
runs, in which Big Boss has to source his equipment in 
the field. Ambushing a soldier for his gun offers a tiny 
foothold, but when your objectives turn to demolition, 
you may find yourself scavenging landmines and 
lobbing magazine cartridges as makeshift detonators. 
Working as a lone agent to turn an army’s resources 
against it is tactical espionage action at its purest. 


When it comes to the ‘action’ portion of that 
tagline, responsive over-the-shoulder aiming and a 
vast arsenal modelled to Kojima Productions’ normal 
fetishistic degree makes for a sturdy shooter, even if Big 
Boss’s frail body and end-of-level rankings that favour 
stealth prevent this from becoming another sandbox 
power fantasy. Or rather, the power it promotes is 
brainpower, building in the flexibility for ingenious 
solutions closer to the likes of Hitman: Blood Money 
than Crackdown. There’s a clockwork structure to many 
of The Phantom Pain’s missions that invites you to 
exploit anticipated movements. Why attempt a difficult 
sniper shot on a hunkered-down commander when you 
could plant C4 in his office before he arrives? Or even 
better, surreptitiously attach C4 to the soldier due to 
meet him, saving you having to enter the base at all. As 
the tech tree grows, beefing up shot range, arming your 
dog compatriot with a knife, or granting you a water 
pistol, so does the scope for malicious ingenuity. 
Character development, meanwhile, relies on 
exploiting the battlefield in a more nuanced way than 
attending to the usual din of open-world collectibles. 
Everything pilfered, from materials to men (the latter > 





ABOVE Although higher rankings 
are reserved for successful stealth 
ops, there are special codenames 
and unlockable customisation parts 
awarded for noisier performances. 
Are you a nonlethal Octopus or 

a shotgun-loving Piranha? No 
approach is truly frowned upon. 
LEFT D-Walker has a larger skill 
tree than some standalone heroes. 
With the right investments, it can 
be beefed up into a Metal Gear- 
rivalling killing machine or it can 
be equipped with cloaking tech to 
leave a much smaller death toll 


BELOW Designing a stronger Fulton 
extraction balloon lets you whisk 
enemy vehicles away to Mother 
Base, where they can later be 
recalled to the battlefield should 
D-Dog want to give its paws a rest 


ABOVE Members of Mother Base's combat team can take Big Boss's place 
on missions. Send іп a specialist — soldiers with a particular set of abilities 
— to gain different advantages, such as being able to harvest more plants 





swiped via Fulton balloons), feeds into the evolution of 
Big Boss’s offshore HQ, Mother Base. The destruction 
of its first iteration in Ground Zeroes serves as dramatic 
impetus for revenge, but also provides an opportunity 
to deepen its systems. It can be decked out in garish 
hues and explored on foot, but your management isn’t 
confined to downtime. Reassigning staff from the 
ground helps you adapt to new threats, be it hastening 
R&D’s discovery of an invaluable tool (avoiding those 
Deus Ex: Human Revolution quandaries where a stealth 
loadout collides with an immovable action set-piece) or 
investing in Intel to fill the map with enemy positions. 


Grow accustomed to this degree of freedom and 
the arrival of more prescribed encounters can be jarring. 
Repeat meetings with the superhuman Parasite Squad 
are a particular low point. Not only are these teleporting 
mutants grossly overpowered, but the win conditions in 
engagements against them appear to shift arbitrarily. 
One moment you're encouraged to flee; the next, to 
stand your ground and fight. Although you're never 
more than a stolen tank or airdropped rocket launcher 
away from defeating the Parasites, the heart does sink 
when their name appears in a level's pre-credits. 

It's a shame, since other story-critical missions — 
accounting for a quarter of the overall tasks — deliver 
the cinematic moments that so often fall flat in open- 
world games. Steep contours in the landscape subtly 
partition off stretches of land where traditional Metal 
Gear bombast can enjoy some privacy — a foggy jungle 
crevice where plastic soldiers mingle with the real thing 
to confusing effect, or a vast crumbling garden that's 
home to a furious sniper. The latter gives a taste of what 
The End duel might have resembled without PS2’s 
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DOG DAYS 

Further strategic avenues open 
up depending on which of 

Big Boss's partners escort him. 
Despite being able to defecate 
on command and cause trucks 
to skid on the droppings, 
D-Horse is soon dumped for 
more exciting models: a mech, 
a dog and a gifted sniper, Quiet. 
While the quartet represent 
different battle philosophies — 
he mech for noisy combat, 
Quiet for hushed takedowns – 
D-Dog is such a catch-all 
companion that it's easy to 
orget about the others. Barking 
out enemy locations fixes sloppy 
binocular work, while the ability 
о pinpoint hostages means you 
don't have to sniff out Intel 
stashes or interrogate guards. 
Invest in upgrades and your 
companion is even able to cut 
hroats, the horror lessened 

by the comical 'shing!' of 
drawing its tiny little knife. 

Truly, it's man's best friend. 











Clear skies can quickly give way to torrential rain and sandstorms, the 
former masking heavy footsteps as you dash up on a bare neck, the latter 
blinding guards and enabling daring sprints through occupied territories 


limitations cutting the arena into smaller segments. It 
also showcases a Big Boss more up to starring in these 
moments, his smoother movement and the ability to 
press into cover and clamber up cracks opening up 
escape routes for a more urgent game of cat and mouse. 
Having a more capable hero means cinematic flair need 
not be relegated to the over- indulgent cutscenes of yore. 
For longterm Kojima acolytes, news of a leaner 
Metal Gear Solid may sit uneasily. Yet it's not that 
Kojima Productions has abandoned its wackier ways, 
rather it has tucked them where they won't frighten off 
newcomers. And for an entry designed to tie Big Boss's 
Cold War arc with Solid Snake's later operations, this is 
a remarkably friendly jumping-in point. With backstory 
kept to a functional minimum, it falls to hours of 
optional recordings to fuel the conspiracy theorists. 
Playing through Big Boss's headphones as he rambles 
around the world, it arguably allows weird moments to 
arise that out-Kojima Kojima: listening to Dr Emmerich 
babble his way through Metal Gear evolution as you 
tranquillise goats and tie balloons to them is so surreal 
it could only have arisen through emergent design. 
Kojima's games have never suffered for a lack of 
ideas, but the short dashes between cutscenes were 
never fertile ground for them. Planting them in open 
plains allows them to blossom, entwine and collide in 
fascinating ways. If Kojima's less dictatorial and more 
systemic approach to communicating his themes 
results in a Metal Gear Solid that sacrifices some of this 
series’ more baffling character, it's in the name of 
delivering its finest tactical espionage action yet. 


PLAY 


Post Script 





Mother Base gives you a cause worth fighting for 


s open worlds grow ever larger, they run the risk 

of dwarfing their heroes or, more damagingly, 

losing the sense of what it is they’re out to 
achieve. The increasingly popular solution is to task 
players with gradually seizing control of a map, their 
behaviour in the world clearly charted by a sea of 
outpost/abandoned-village/magical-rift icons turning 
from red to green. This appeals to the mind’s love of 
order, but can reduce your revolution/quest/revenge to 
a list of cartographic chores, a campaign of map tidying 
that just so happens to accomplish narrative goals 
you've long since forgotten about. Can you name even 
a single landmark claimed for Dragon Age’s Inquisition? 
Doubtful, since commandeering points was little 
beyond a way to declutter your minimap. 

We can, however, name our favourite soldiers on 
The Phantom Pain’s Mother Base. It helps that Big Boss’s 
conscription process sees untitled goons branded with 
Kojima’s trademark ‘adjective plus animal’ monikers — 
we work alongside Vile Tiger, Sinister Ox and Rancid 
Python — but their continual reinforcement has as 
much to do with the way Big Boss’s HQ provides a 
focal point with which to contextualise his adventure. 

On the most superficial level, it’s a representation 
of your growing fortunes. What starts as a single 
Command Deck, little more than a helipad and portable 
shower (fail to wash and flies eventually buzz around 
your head) can be expanded using the Gross Military 
Product (GMP) earned on missions. Invest and Mother 
Base branches out to become a serpentine network of 
sub-platforms so vast that it requires a jeep to explore. 

The idea of freshening up a dilapidated building isn’t 
new, seen before in Assassin's Creed IPs Monteriggioni 
and Saints Row 2’s various cribs. What separates Mother 
Base is that it is also at the heart of the story. Tired of 
being used by the east and west, Big Boss and his 
Diamond Dogs are building their own military haven; 
every coin you invest becomes one in the eye for their 
enemies. The very act of constructing a second Mother 
Base, after the first one was destroyed in Ground Zeroes, 
feels wilfully antagonistic, but Big Boss’s lieutenants 
also push him towards deadlier countermeasures. By the 
time the primary revenge mission concludes, Mother 
Base has grown so powerful that the game requires a 
second act to resolve all the implications. 

Of course, it would be easy to let these ideas reside 
in Kojima’s patented cinematics. Yet having a hand in 
Mother Base’s day-to-day operations allows the angst 
and issues of the cutscenes to bleed into the gameplay. 
You'll hear supporting cast members arguing about 
the value of violent retaliation versus the softer touch, 
only then to have to assign your manpower between 
combat teams, Intel squads or the medical bay that 


The very act of 
constructing a 
second Mother 
Base after the 
first one was 
destroyed 
feels wilfully 
antagonistic 





bandages up all of the above. It’s not signposted as a 
moral crossroad of any kind — compared to Inquisition’s 
panel of advisors, for example — but your decisions do 
have implications about the kind of soldier you can be 
in the field, which is a far more pertinent comment on 
military organisations than a clearly plotted branching 
story path could throw up. 

The risk, then, is that not all players will engage 
with those management systems. Playing the role of 
head of human resources is less obviously appealing 
than darting around military compounds shooting 
people in the head. Yet Kojima finds surprising ways to 
pull Mother Base into the thick of the action. A mission 
might be interrupted by word of the base being under 
attack, for example, forcing a hasty extraction to deal 
with the intruder. In the first instance, it turns out to be 
a tutorial for the game’s Forward Operating Base (a Dark 
Souls-style online invasion mode), but having the fight 
spill into your perceived ‘safe space’ strengthens your 
desire to protect it. Smaller side ops back at Mother 
Base — sparring with a hostile captive, or receiving a 
birthday surprise — only reinforce the idea of life at 
the outpost ticking along in the background. 


This blurring of hub area and warzone is at its 
murkiest late in the story, when (mild spoilers ahead) 
an act of biological sabotage interrupts base operations 
and continues to eat away at its infrastructure until the 
cause is remedied in the main campaign. We’re used to 
seeing virtual loved ones held ransom, but it’s rare to 
find a designer who’s willing to allow your handiwork 
to be undone. The more time you’ve invested in crafting 
your Diamond Dogs by poaching talent and piecing 
together efficient teams, the harder the setback hits. 

As a set-piece, it’s up there with some of Kojima’s most 
devious. That it plays out almost entirely within menu 
screens reminds you of the ingenuity the series might 
struggle to replicate without its creator. 

And underneath it all, Mother Base is still a classic 
Kojima creation, housing grand ideas while maintaining 
an offbeat sense of fun. For all that it’s easy to obsess 
over its deeper implications for Big Boss’s quest, it 
remains the Seychelles’ number one tourist destination, 
packed with smaller, sillier moments: plastering it with 
an obnoxious logo of your own making, navigating 
networks of scalable pipes to locate the glint of a hidden 
diamond stash, visiting the onboard zoo to observe the 
specimens you’ve caught, or listening to two soldiers 
gossip over how much they like Diamond Dog’s soft 
paws. Where so many other games tell you something 
is important and worth fighting for, The Phantom Pain 
lets you develop that bond with Mother Base for 
yourself. The entire game is richer for it. B 
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Everybody’s Gone To The Rapture 





verybody’s Gone To The Rapture starts ina 

familiarly restrictive manner, funnelling you down 

a set path marked out by immovable barriers and 
impenetrable shrubs to keep you from wandering off 
into the tempting landscape beyond. It’s a sop to 
convention that feels almost like a letdown in the 
context of the promises made for the game, but any 
sense of disappointment is short-lived. Only a short 
while later you’ll be overwhelmed with indecision as 
Rapture’s world and story reveal their surprising — and 
entirely refreshing — indifference to your presence. 

But rather than a bustling world filled with 
occupants who appear to be going about their own 
business in spite of you, Rapture’s is a disquietingly 
uninhabited space riddled with echoes of the past 
waiting to be discovered. Some of them can be found in 
prominent places — а doctor's surgery, for instance — 
while others are tucked away in locations normally 
reserved for nothing more than peripheral detail. 

These echoes, illustrated by sparkling golden 
motes that coalesce into silhouettes, depict 
conversations and confrontations between the former 
residents of Rapture’s mid-'80s Shropshire setting. In 
them, moments of seemingly irrelevant domesticity are 
contrasted with the broader tragedy of an unexplained 
apocalypse, forming an intricate puzzle for you to piece 
together — and you can do it in any order you like. 

In this respect Rapture bears some similarity to Her 
Story and, although the The Chinese Room’s game isn’t 
quite as radically ungated as Sam Barlow’s crime thriller, 
it feels just as fresh. While Dear Esther delivered its 
narrative through randomised vignettes delivered at set 
moments along a linear path, Rapture throws open its 
bucolic, thoroughly British world and lets you explore 
at your leisure. Which events you find and the order in 
which you witness them changes how you experience 
the story and your understanding of it, and the freedom 
afforded to you to curate what you see is such that you 
can bypass entire chapters of the game, if you so choose. 

But to do so would be a tragedy, as you’d limit your 
exposure to one of the most affecting, and effectively 
delivered, videogame narratives in recent memory. The 
overarching tale is told from the perspective of six 
characters, each story taking place in a different location 
of the fictional Yaughton valley. To discuss these people 
in any detail could colour your opinion of them, 
something we’re unwilling to do given that your 
relationship with the major players in this tragedy will 
be defined by how much of their stories you uncover. 
An apparently antisocial act might be leant new context 
in another scene — and if you miss or choose to ignore 
one or the other, the timbre of that individual’s actions 
will come across differently. What we can say is that 
these individuals seem from the outset to be intimately 
bound with the mysterious disappearance of the area’s 
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OUT OF CHARACTER 
While you'll meet a large 
number of characters along 
the way, none of them are 
rendered in a traditional way. 
The Chinese Room instead 


sticks to shimmering silhouettes 
made of fizzling energy, picking 
out key gestures (an arm 
pointing, for example, or a 
head despairingly dropped into 
hands) and movement in the 
world, but no more detail than 
that. It's a wholly successfully 
aesthetic that manages to 
strengthen the sense of 
disconnection you feel from 
normality as you move through 
a community in which life has 
been mysteriously extinguished, 
while at the same time 
circumventing the drama- 
neutering effects of the 
uncanny valley, which even the 
most advanced models and 
animation can't entirely avoid. 


populace, but as you connect the dots you'll spend as 
much time learning about friendships, rivalries and 
romantic entanglements as you will the end of the world. 

Some of these encounters play out when you get 
close enough, a snippet of conversation from nearby 
prompting you to spin around and follow the scene, 
while others require you to tilt the DualShock in order 
to tune in and trigger the event. In this way, key scenes 
are delineated from the backstory and a climactic scene 
that wraps up the chapter will appear if you seek out 
enough of the earlier moments. 


Whether through snatched exchanges or 
fleshed-out conversations, the plot is delivered by 

an uncommonly talented ensemble cast that lends 
additional weight to an already punchy script. The 
combination of unsettling scenario with local accents 
and colloquialisms can at times make the game feel — 
and this is intended entirely as praise — like an episode 
of The Archers as guest-written by Lars von Trier. The 
naturalism of the performances is striking and — for 
UK audiences, at least — will bring the experience 
troublingly close to home. This is insidious horror 
played out in broad daylight amid pub gossip, 

farmyard chores and village hall meetings. 

The game's audio excellence extends to the music. 
Rapture's soundtrack performs a balancing act on a par 
with Austin Wintory's Journey score, swelling emotively 
when required but willing to embrace the dreamlike, 
Marie Celeste quietude of unoccupied country lanes 
and village greens. The main characters have their own 
themes, too, the lyrics for which yield further clues 
about their motivations and pasts. Some of the story 
threads are deeply upsetting, and when underscored 
by Rapture's melancholy arrangements will leave all 
but the most stoic of players reeling. 

But to experience these moments players will need 
to embrace Rapture's glacial walking pace. There is a 
run button, but its effect is so subtle that we failed to 
notice it even existed in our first playthrough. In such a 
characterful, richly realised world we rarely wished we 
could move any faster, but Rapture is unlikely to convert 
anyone still hung up on crass *walking simulator" 
definitions or who couldn't reconcile with Dear 
Esther's rejection of traditional gameplay mechanics. 

Everybody's Gone To The Rapture's reductive design 
might ensure that it sits almost as far from the accepted 
notion of what constitutes a videogame as its forebear, 
but it also frees it from many of the trappings that 
dilute so many of its peers' emotional impact. And 
Rapture's endeavour to match Dan Pinchbeck's 
malleable storylines with real player agency, as opposed 
to the clashing linear path of Dear Esther, makes for 
a journey that feels considerably more personal а 
and equally as unforgettable. 


MAIN Not every building be 
entered, but many can, their 
interiors awash with tastefully ugly 
furniture and wallpaper. Although 
the world is expansive, The Chinese 
Room has paid a great deal of 
attention to the smaller details. 
ABOVE Rapture's environments 

are at once appealing and 
foreboding, echoing the kind of 
skewed normality used to such 
great effect in British films such as 
Dead Man's Shoes and Sightseers. 
RIGHT The residents of Yaughton 
have left behind plenty of evidence 
of the events leading up to their 
disappearance, but the simplest 
reading is rarely an accurate one 


ABOVE It's one thing listening in on a conversation that takes place in 
and around a bus shelter, but quite another when you witness intimate, 
and often painful, exchanges playing out in other people's living rooms 





PLAY 


Post Script 





Interview: Dan Pinchbeck, designer, and Jessica Curry, composer 


riter and designer Dan Pinchbeck and 

composer Jessica Curry head up a small 

team in Brighton that punches well above 
its weight. The Chinese Room makes games that look 
like the work of hundreds and exhibit an uncommon 
symbiosis between story and music — a product, no 
doubt, of the married couple’s close working 
relationship. Here, we risk spoilers to delve deeper into 
the creation process and meaning behind the game. 


While you’ve handed players the choice over how 
much of the game they see, are you comfortable that 
some might choose to ignore large parts of the story? 
Dan Pinchbeck Yes, because the alternative would be 
forcing them down pipes. That was the trade-off. If we 
want people to find everything, if that’s important, then 
you have to start herding them. And then it’s not an 
open-world, nonlinear drama — you’ve lost that part of 
it. What’s really interesting is that as soon as you say, 
‘We’re not going to hurt people and it’s going to be OK 
if people miss stuff, it’s actually weirdly liberating. At 
that point you’re not saying it’s critically important for 
the player to discover 75 or 85 per cent of the story, 
you’re saying what’s really important is this is a really 
engaging world to be in and the world supports however 
you want to go through it — not just the story but all 
the aspects of the design, the audio and the music. 


The campsite is a wonderful evocation of British 
holidays, but your placement of the main road 

that passes it practically dares players to skip it. 

DP The campsite is an interesting one, because it 
doesn’t necessarily progress the main story. But it quite 
significantly changes your understanding of some of the 
characters. Even though you essentially get the same 
fragments of story, if you don’t camp you’re probably 
going to have a very different take on the events at this 
stage. And that’s really interesting to me as well. You 
can either play through one kind of game, or you can 
play it as six distinct episodes. It really works as a TV 
miniseries, each episode focusing more strongly on a 
particular character. If you take any one of those 
episodes out, you'll still get the gist of the whole 
story, but it's about your understanding of that 
character and their relationship to everyone else. 





How challenging was the writing aspect? 

DP It's been really interesting. Particularly with the 
central characters of Stephen and Kate, who have an 
incredibly mixed response from players. I genuinely 
believe it's about which scenes you've found, and that's 
so exciting as a designer and a writer — that all it takes 
is that one scene. Take Wendy: she's either a horrible 
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“It really 
works as a 

TV miniseries, 
each episode 
focusing more 
strongly on 

a particular 
character" 


old racist or she's quite a kind-hearted person and it's 
not anything to do with skin colour that makes her 
react the way she does. To be able to completely change 
the way you feel about a character just on the basis of 
whether or not you've discovered a scene is excitement. 
That's games. That's what you can't do with other stuff. 
Jessica Curry It goes back to the power of the domestic. 
It's so under-explored in so many videogames. Rapture 
works really well because it tells human stories on a 
small-scale level. That's what I want to experience in 
the books I read, the films I watch — they're the things 
I enjoy experiencing, and that's why I really like Rapture. 
It has very human, intimate moments we can relate to. 
We can put ourselves into those scenes. 


What moments particularly stand out for you? 

DP One of my favourite scenes in the game is where 
Stephen's trying start his car and he's just sitting there 
screaming at it. There's something about that which 
really works. You kind of go, ‘Actually, that's the kind of 
thing that would happen, isn't it?' The world is ending 
and all you're trying to do is get to your bunker and 
your bloody car won't start. It's something which is 
really ordinary and quite boring, but actually under 
those circumstances it's literally the worst thing that 
can happen at that moment. Like Jess said, it's about the 
domestic. Life isn't about super mutants and these huge 
events, it's about getting to the shops, or worrying 
about whether your mum’s all right. 


The game wouldn't have the same impact without 
the colloquial dialogue that permeates it, but were 
you ever worried that could limit the game's appeal? 
JC I think if you set something in a certain place you 
have to be true to it. We've had times where we put 
something into the game that wasn't the right thing — 
such as the wrong kind of telephone — and immediately 
your brain goes, ‘I don't believe it any more’ 


Rapture is beautiful, but that fidelity makes reused 
assets stand out a little more. Does that bother you? 
JC We have to be realistic: five artists made this game, 
three of them straight out of university. We're a team 
of fewer than ten people, so there will be compromises. 
DP The other thing there is, we bumped up against the 
size of the texture memory available. It's one big level, 
and normally you get more diversity by breaking [a 
game] up into smaller levels, then you can load it [as 
required]. There are always instances where it would be 
lovely if we had just one more cup, one more building or 
one more car, but obviously when it's one giant world 
you don't have any loading screens, and you've just got 
a finite amount of stuff you can crowbar into it. В 
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Galak-Z: The Dimensional 





cintillating but imperfect 2.5D space shooter 
Galak-Z proves that FTL’s creators were onto 
something when they coined the ‘Roguelike-like’ 
label. We do need a less generic umbrella for tough 
games that aren’t afraid to reset a chunk of progress 
when they kill you, and procedurally generate their 
levels. 17-Bit’s latest comes in hot on the tail of The 
Swindle (E283), another game to be loosely classed 
as Roguelike, both titles experimenting with structural 
twists designed to retain the tension of permadeath 
while allowing each lifespan to contribute to a detached 
progression path. Call these Samsara games, perhaps: 
your actions in past lives can influence this one, but 
you're still lashed to the merciless wheel of rebirth. 
Galak-Z is the more successful, appropriating the 
beautiful art style and language of Saturday morning 
anime, splitting itself up into five ‘seasons’ of five 
‘episodes’ each (the currently absent fifth group of 
levels is due alongside the PC release). It’s confusing 
terminology in an era when ‘episodic’ usually translates 
to ‘buy separately, or wait for the season pass} but what 
it allows 17-Bit to do is stack shorter Roguelike arcs on 
top of each other. Each new season is unlocked through 
play and acts as a fresh starting point for your forays 
into procedurally generated combat zones. The studio’s 
deftest touch, however, is a limited in-game currency 
called Crash Coins, five of which can be cashed in to 
grant a last-ditch retry at a level, with all your upgrades 
stashed in a protected crate and in need of recovery. 
Conversely, they could also be saved up to grant salvage 
at the beginning of your next pass, used to buy you an 
early advantage via the pre-mission ability store. 
Or, rather, less of a deficit. As A-Tak, the last 
surviving human fighter pilot in a sector crawling 
with Imperials, Void Raiders and space bugs, you’re 
outnumbered by two factions full of AI pilots that can 
fly rings around stock videogame foes, plus some dim- 
witted eating machines. And while flying your snub 
fighter or its mech form feels closer to playing Asteroids 
than as Halo’s Master Chief, freely toying with these 
manipulatable armadas — in which each enemy type has 
a distinct role and identifiable tactic — is wonderfully 
evocative of the first time you fought the Covenant. 
Partially, that’s due to a flexible toolset, which trades 
a glorious Itano Circus missile barrage for plasma 
grenades, but also includes a mech grapple able to fling 
environmental hazards at foes, or vice versa. Partially, 
it’s down to a similar health system to Halo: slowly 
recharging shields provide a limited buffer for damage, 
before hits start dealing lasting injury. Hull integrity 
here is persistent between episodes too, and health 
packs are rare, so your best defence is evasive flying. 
That’s made possible by a nuanced, precise control 
scheme, and complicated by a space physics model that 
imposes exciting demands. The left stick rotates your 
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nose, with the right and left triggers firing thrusters 
that propel you forward and backwards respectively. 
Apply force and you’ll drift ahead on your current 
trajectory until you feather the throttle again, while 
holding both triggers brings you to a full stop. It’s far 
from a twin-stick shooter and, in combination with a 
‘juke’ button that hops you out of the plane of the 
screen and over hazards, allows for some complex 
manoeuvres. It takes some wrapping your head around, 
but the payoff is feeling like the Red Baron and Luke 
Skywalker rolled into one when you emerge from a 
tricky dogfight with a fresh heap of salvage. 


There are gulfs between these nova bursts of reflex 
skill. Missions fall into a few simple categories — get to 
the thing and shoot it, get to several things and shoot 
them, get to the thing and bring it with you to the warp 
egress point — and the exact nature of every mission 
bar season finales is quickly wiped of all meaning by 
interchangeability and repetition. Likewise, being the 
instigator here, a lot of fights can end almost as soon as 
they begin, leaving little time to revel in AI behaviours. 

Nonetheless, the process of weaving your way 
around space hulks and planetoids is consistently 
unpredictable and so consistently tense. Being on the 
back foot so often means you need to search for an 
equaliser. Stealth is one option, thanks to a readable 
radius for engine noise, so that gentle throttle control 
and a lot of nerve can help you slip by many patrols 
unnoticed. Subterfuge is another, perhaps grappling a 
crackling power node toward you and then launching it 
at a craft to strip away its shields, following up with a 
volley of pink laser death. If you’re good, you can even 
risk turning your enemies against each other, teasing 
bugs into following you and then thundering past an 
Imperial gunship, profiting from the ensuing battle. It’s 
in these systemic clashes and layered toys that Galak-Z 
comes sparking to life, delivering the drama of a TV 
cliffhanger via dramatic agency in 20-second bursts. 

Sadly, even after several early post-launch patches, 
these moments of fizzing chaos are infrequently 
undermined by drops in the framerate. It’s tough 
enough to avoid fire in packed scenes anyway that any 
ding that doesn’t stem from your own pilot error is 
problematic, but as the seasons progress and shots 
become more damaging, the issue is only compounded. 

One day, Galak-Z may make the transformation from 
a stellar but rough-edged evolution for the Rogue spirit 
into something even more accomplished. Until then, its 
delicate handling and blossoming emergent systems are 
still strong draws to hop in the cockpit. Once you do, 
you'll quickly discover its slightly more lenient nature 
towards death doesn’t preclude setbacks enough to 
keep your attention riveted to your instruments EX 
of chaos and confusion for hours on end. 
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TOP One of бајак-25 most effective 
flight tricks recreates a manoeuvre 1 . 3 
used to great effect by Vipers іп O DESTROY THE IMPERIAL SATELLITES N / 31 
Ronald D Moore's Battlestar 
Galactica: flipping your ship over 
and then flying backwards as you 
pump round after round into 
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shame in tactical withdrawals here. 
MAIN Ship upgrades - bought or 
found in green and pink crates — 
are essential to your survival. Your 
laser alone has five components to 
improve, and here our bouncing, 
plasma-cored fire allows for the 
tactic of rushing at walls to spray 
bullets back on a chasing mech. 
RIGHT Your own mech form's 
grapple is the game's best tool. 

It can dominate most lone ships, 
allowing you to reel them in, get 

in free hits with your sword, then 
fling them into a wall and repeat. 
It's more vital to turn the environs 
on larger groups or enemy types 
that can wrestle free in seconds 
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Until Dawn 





orror’s a fine fit for a Heavy Rain-style game, and 

teen slasher horror seems to fit the mould even 

better. While Until Dawn was beaten to the whole 
jump-scares-and-QTEs thing by The Walking Dead, 
tension in Telltale’s game comes from the fear of a 
known quantity: shuffling undead that bite and kill 
indiscriminately. In Until Dawn, the fear stems from 
ignorance — you don’t know what’s out there, what it 
wants, or what form the attack will come in, if it comes 
at all. The fear of the unknown is a powerful thing. 

It’s thoroughly effective, propping up the early game 
as a group of eight teens head up to a mountain-top 
estate to mark the one-year anniversary of a tragedy. 
That awful event plays out in the prologue: a cruel 
prank on Hannah, then the youngest of the group, sees 
her flee the cabin into the night. Neither she nor her 
sister Beth, who chases after her, are seen alive again. 

By the group, anyway. We look on as both fall 
to their apparent doom, and even have a hand in it 
with the first of many major, fatal and, in retrospect, 
probably ill-advised decisions. As we hang over the 
edge of a cliff, a ledge in one hand and a sister in the 
other, we’re given a choice: let go of the handhold and 
fall together, or let your sister go and take the hand 
being offered by the creepy guy in the gas mask. Not 
every decision you'll face is of this magnitude, or this 
clear-cut — someone dies after we opt to take a slow, 
safe route instead of a risky jump, for instance, and 
arrive on the scene too late to save them — but terrible 
choices are a common theme. You're rarely granted the 
opportunity to keep everyone safe, and choices are born 
of emotion rather than logic, with characters saved or 
left to die based on which of them you like the most. 

Or which you hate the least. The prologue sets you 
up to dislike those involved, and while you'll naturally 
form a sort of bond with the ones you keep alive as 
events progress, early on there's little to get attached to 
— the girls are catty and the boys are idiots, all pointless 
bickering and lame flirtation. Sam (played by Hayden 
Panettiere, AKA Heroes cheerleader Claire Bennet) is 
perhaps the sole exception. She's the one dissenting 
voice in the opening prank and someone who manages 
to not get on your nerves by simply not being around 
for most of the opening section, slipping off for a bath 
and leaving you to be irritated by the rest of the group. 

You'll control them all over the course of the game, 
and while each of the ten chapters tends to focus on one 
or two of the group's members, there are some smart 
moments where the character under your control 
suddenly switches. When a boy and girl go to explore 
a particularly spooky part of the house, one of them 
wimps out, and you suddenly find yourself taking the 
lead with their accomplice. A menu screen tracks each 
of the party's fluctuating emotions and relationships 
with each other; it's a rather contrived way of conveying 
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ANALYSE THIS 

Chapters are bookended with 
scenes of an out-of-sight 
member of the group in a 
psychologist's office — a trick 
we've seen before, notably in 
Silent Hill: Shattered Memories, 
though one used very differently 
here. Dr Hall, played by Peter 
Stormare, has a dismal bedside 
manner. He's aggressive and 
seemingly speaks to the player 
as much as the patient, referring 
constantly to a game being 
played. There are story decisions 
to be made here, too, and while 
Stormare's manner makes it 
clear from the start that all is 
not as it seems, a reveal is 
slowly, gracefully handled. 

After each Stormare scene is a 
‘Previously on...’ recap of the 
story – handy if you haven't 
layed for a while, but needless 
when you're tearing through 
the game in longer sittings. 





то. 


the group’s shifting mental states, as is the way such 
changes are signalled by an impossible-to-miss text 
popup in the top corner of the screen. The changes 
themselves can be a little puzzling, too. When one of 
the girls makes a successful escape from a pursuer by 
zip-lining down the side of a mountain, it’s only fitting 
that her bravery increases, but why does she suddenly 
become less charitable as well? 

There’s plenty more artifice in what is, for a game 
of this type, a remarkable number of menu screens. In 
addition to emotional changes, Until Dawn also tracks 
collectibles — clues to its multiple mysteries. Hunting 
them down gives you something else to do while 
waiting for the next jump scare or grisly death scene, 
but rarely yields more than a brief heads-up on a story 
event that’s going to happen whether you see it coming 
or not. You’ll also find totems around the place, and 
gazing into their mouths reveals a snippet of a scene 
that may or may not come to pass depending on the 
choices you make along the way. Even your decisions 
themselves are tracked, the big, story-swinging 
moments signalled by the outline of a butterfly and 
stored permanently in a submenu. It’s a design choice 
geared towards repeat playthroughs — Supermassive 
says the game has hundreds of potential endings — but 
on your first run it merely adds an unwelcome air of 
contrivance. There are no Telltale-style red herrings 
here, no pretending you’ve just made a significant 
choice that’s nothing of the sort. The instant you 
make a decision of consequence, you are told. 


Despite that, there’s an awful lot to like. Yes, one 
of the group’s cattiness towards an ex’s new flame may 
rankle, but that still doesn’t meant you want to see 
their eyes gouged out. Each gruesome death brings a 
sharp pang of regret and leaves you wondering if, and 
how, it might have been avoided. You may never fully 
warm up to the beleaguered band of millennials at the 
heart of the story, but they’re certainly believable, their 
lines well written and finely delivered. The pacing — of 
tense, cautious exploration punctuated by jump scares, 
heart-in-mouth chases and grisly set-pieces — is well 
judged, and while events take a predictable left turn in 
the final act and the game’s brand of horror turns from 
slasher to splatter, it’s gripping stuff throughout. 

It will take a certain kind of obsessive personality 
to see every possible ending, but a second playthrough 
does yield dramatically different results (not just when 
you reach the end of the game, but during it too), while 
still leaving scope for improvement in a third. Slasher 
horror is meant to be disposable, throwaway stuff, but 
Until Dawn both begs to be revisited and rewards those 
who choose to. This group of kids may not all deserve 
saving, but it’d take a cold heart indeed to not 
even want to give it another go. 


MAIN Until Dawn began life as 

a PlayStation Move game for 

PS3, and there are traces of its 
legacy in sections where you must 
avoid detection by keeping the 
controller still. It's easier with a 
DualShock 4 than it would have 


been with a Move controller, 

and yet we still managed to get 
someone killed by messing it up. 
ABOVE Тћеге 5 а lot more to the 
mountain-top than the Washington 
family cabin - you'll also visit 
outbuildings, sewers and cavernous 
mines throughout this night. 
RIGHT The opening hours hint at 
some very teenage subplots - exes 
getting back together, long-time 
flirters finally taking it further – 
but they're never really explored 
after the blood begins to flow 


ABOVE Mike looks like a young Nathan Drake, and acts like one, quipping 
to himself as he wanders dark halls on his own. He was a key player late 
in our first playthrough, if only because we got most of the others killed 
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Devil’s Third 





ix years, four game engines and two publishers 

later, Tomonobu Itagaki’s latest could generously 

be said to have endured a problematic gestation. 
And yet, setting aside the fall of THQ and the shift to a 
new console, it's always seemed to be a game built upon 
precarious foundations. On a fundamental level, its 
combination of FPS gunplay and thirdperson melee 
combat simply doesn't work. And when you shoot the 
leg of a man standing a good five feet away from the 
nearest cover only to stifle a chuckle as his head 
inexplicably pops off, you'll wonder if Devil's Third 
would have been much better under ideal conditions. 

Itagaki's never been one to downplay his games, 
but it's hard to see how he can possibly imagine Devil's 
Third being, as he recently claimed, *a breakthrough 
for the industry" Had it launched half a decade ago, it 
would still have seemed outdated. It's the kind of game 
the Japanese industry decided to make a generation ago, 
as the country's biggest publishers attempted to tailor 
their games to the lucrative western market. With a 
handful of exceptions, they failed, and Devil's Third 
suffers from a similar type of ideological compromise. 
It wrongly assumes westerners enjoy turret sections 
and QTEs, that they love nothing more than a mix of 
B-movie storytelling and military cliché. 

It also wholeheartedly embraces the belief that 
thirdperson action games can be improved by handing 
the hero a gun, or perhaps that firstperson shooters 
would benefit from hand-to-hand combat. But Devil's 
Third is no Modern Warfare: its aiming is stiff and 
unwieldy, feedback is poor, and impacts lack weight. It's 
no Ninja Gaiden, either. Tattooed protagonist Ivan is not 
a lithe, agile fighter like Ryu Hayabusa, but a steroidal 
chunk of meat with a sword. He's capable at close 
quarters, but there's no finesse to his actions. 

Not that there needs to be with AI this dumb. In the 
early game, enemies are slow to react and even slower to 
fight back, whether you're crouching behind cover and 
taking potshots or waving an iron bar in their faces. 
Sometimes you'll blunder into trouble because you 
thought you'd cleared a room only to find one last man 
dutifully standing in position behind a crate next to the 
exit. Itagaki's solution as the game progresses is not to 
increase their intelligence, but their number, their 
armour and the power of their ordnance. 

As such, it's a much easier game when you're 
looking down iron sights, since sprinting headlong at a 
man aiming an RPG at you is rarely a sensible strategy. 
So, for long spells, melee is all but unusable. Only once 
you've defeated the majority of the existing wave can 
you break out the kukri knives and dice the stragglers. 
Occasionally, a group of ninjas will be tossed into the 
fray, at which point Ivan's little-used dodge and block 
moves come into play, and the light and heavy attack 
buttons get a fleeting workout. You can throw your 
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currently equipped weapon, which is a one-hit-kill on 
regular grunts, though it's hardly worth the effort to 
retrieve it when you can open fire from range and finish 
them off just as quickly. In the face of these design 
failures, a framerate that tanks whenever anything 
explodes — and occasionally when it doesn't — barely 
registers; likewise when textures fail to load in or 
extraneous waypoint markers refuse to disappear. 
There is, at least, a demented energy to the story, 
with a cast of antagonists that resemble supermarket 
own-brand versions of Metal Gear Solid villains. As 
bosses, your former terrorist allies at the School 
Of Democracy represent the game's highlights; even 
their instakill moves have long and readable wind-ups, 
which is unusually considerate for an Itagaki game. 
Such is the propulsive momentum of the plot that 
they're barely introduced before they're killed off, and 
the same applies for Ivan's colleagues: whoever he's 
partnered with might as well be measured for a casket 
the moment they're asked to join up with him. After a 
while, you'll warm to Ivan's impassiveness in the face of 
all this madness, until an unnecessarily cruel piece of 
mid-game violence that leaves a sour note in a game 
that's otherwise so gleefully lacking in taste or wit it's 
almost endearing. It's not without entertainment value, 
but it's a game you laugh at, not with. 


The shoddiness is pervasive, yet the studio 
throws everything it can at the multiplayer to make 
something stick, including a clan-based metagame with 
the chance to forge and break alliances. Modes where 
you trail a brood of rainbow-coloured hens or collect 
watermelons to throw into a giant smoothie maker are 
charmingly eccentric in theory, but a game based on the 
same fundamentals as the campaign was always likely to 
suffer from the same balancing issues. One mode bans 
guns, but the hitstun on melee attacks means whoever 
lands the first blow will usually emerge victorious — 
assuming they're not hit by a third party mid-skirmish. 
Regardless, such effort is surely moot. Concerns about 
fragmenting the playerbase led Nintendo to launch 
Splatoon with just two modes; Devil's Third's offering 
of 18 seems not so much optimistic as preposterous. 

There are undoubtedly many untold stories behind 
Devil's Third's development, and they're likely more 
interesting than the game itself. There is admittedly a 
perverse fascination in watching the whole shambles 
unfold, in marvelling at just how badly it can tank, at 
how quaintly old-fashioned it is. But its relentless, 
puppyish energy can only carry it so far, and in light of 
Itagaki's past achievements, the predominant feeling is 
of crushing disappointment. The man responsible for 
Ninja Gaiden worked on a game for six years and this 
was the result. Itagaki has brought a knife to a Н 
gunfight, and the result is a bloody mess. 


ABOVE Earn enough points in the multiplayer portion of the game and 
you'll gain access to an unreasonably powerful special weapon. This 
power only serves to unbalance an already unequal footing still further 


LEFT A visit to a pleasure district 
plays out like a poor man's Ninja 
Gaiden. It's one of the best bits. 
BELOW There's a flimsy attempt at 
character development in Ivan's 
relationship with former comrade 
C4 (named, apparently, for her 
expertise with the explosive), but 
she's forgotten for long stretches. 
MAIN Concerns about the camera 
are justified after Ninja Gaiden 2. 
It's one of the least objectionable 
elements of Devil's Third, though, 
even if it does come close to 
ruining one particular boss battle 
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riving rain. Neon skies. The hum of plasma in 
the air. The warmth of a nostalgia stretching back 
to Syndicate (the 1993 game that introduced a 
generation to the joy of cities as playgrounds, not the 
quickly forgotten 2012 shooter). On the surface, Satellite 
Reign looks like the sequel fans have been waiting for 
since 1996’s Syndicate Wars, and in many ways this 
Kickstarted spiritual progeny is just that. In execution, 
though, something fundamental has gone missing — 
and it’s not just the adverts for Ghost In The Shell. 
What Satellite Reign does well is dreaming up 
systems. Mechanically, it’s intriguing and only gets 
more so as new technologies unlock, bolstering your 
standard team of Soldier, Hacker, Infiltrator and 
Support with new ways to break into enemy compounds 
and either sabotage their effectiveness or walk off with 
their best tech. It’s at its best when the pieces come 
together organically. The moments, for example, when 
the team’s on its last legs, clutching a stolen prototype, 
trying to hold out just long enough for the Hacker to 
respawn and unlock the door. Or you trigger an alarm 
only to hack into the elite guard who emerges, making 
him temporarily part of the crew. Or you bring up the 
Detective Mode-style view that shows how things are 
wired, making it easy to deactivate security cameras or 
cut the power rather than launching what’s usually a 
suicidal charge against a better-equipped enemy faction. 
These moments are where Satellite Reign shines, 
updating the formula into the mental image fans have, 
as opposed to recreating ’90s reality. Where Syndicate 
really came together, though, is where Satellite Reign 
fails: making any of it meaningful. The most obvious 
case is the new map. Syndicate was mission based, while 
this is an open city split into districts, with scattered 
compounds to infiltrate more or less as you choose. 
Break into an armoury and you’ll emerge with a stack of 
prototypes to research. Infiltrate the security services 
and cameras across the city will be slower. Need money? 
Rob a bank. In theory, this is a great idea. There’s always 
a wide selection of things to do, with the focus of the 
game being a structured but still organic campaign to 
get to a particular target — evil future-corporation 
Dragogenics — and tool up enough to take it down. 
Where it starts going wrong is the realisation that 
there’s no strategic layer, no threat or wider challenge 
pushing back against your success. Money comes in a 
steady drip from hacked ATMs, so you can never be 
broke for more than a few minutes. Your agents respawn 
after every death, and can be endlessly thrown into the 
fire with little real consequence. In fact, Satellite Reign 
is positively terrified of repercussions. Your sins are 
forgiven on death, guards quickly forget faces, you 
can’t make a problematic purchase, and the number of 
respawn points (which double as fast-travel hubs) even 
spares you long walks. It’s a far cry from the openly 
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cruel Syndicates of old, and quickly turns the action into 
a slow and repetitive series of formulaic heists: find the 
green door at the back, get a prize, and escape through 
more enemies. There are variations on the theme, 

such as buying intel, bribing staff to clear the way, or 
escorting a character to a location/their inevitable 
death, but rarely anything that breathes life into the 
basic progress loop. It also doesn't help that nothing 

of interest ever happens outside of enemy compounds, 
making the open city little but a glorified mission- 
select screen with the occasional amusing traffic bug. 


This sets an unfortunate pattern. Nothing in 
Satellite Reign is ever as satisfying as its components 
promise to be. The compounds offer flexibility and 
options, and the city itself is a beautiful cyberpunk 
dystopia. The switch to dedicated specialists rather than 
generic agents is effective. It's Syndicate in many of the 
right ways, while throwing out the bits that, if we're 
honest, weren't much fun in the '9os either. There are 
still a fair few annoyances, especially with pathfinding 
and the fiddliness of the world, but little that stands 
out as wrongheaded or even poorly implemented. 

It's just so lifeless, so bland, so endlessly cold that 
after a while there's no reason to care. No characters 
stand out to give the game any verve, and Dracogenics 
does nothing to inspire efforts to take it down. Failure 
can be frustrating, but success is so rarely satisfying. 
Your reward for beating a tough encounter is usually 
a prototype for a not-particularly-interesting new gun 
or an augmentation that's usually less useful than 
anything bought from the Black Market. After that, it's 
right onto the next smash-and-grab, while you begin 
the long, expensive wait for your science team to let 
you play with your prize. What starts as a refreshingly 
open campaign soon becomes little but a relentless slog. 

What made Syndicate special was how it harnessed 
two key sensations: transgression and power. It was 
about being The Man, looking down from your airship 
as you crushed nations. It was about the sociopathy of 
distance, mixed with the ability to squish anyone under 
your thumb at any time. Satellite Reign never taps into 
that sense, nor finds something to replace it. Instead, 
this is a world where you can hijack brains and turn 
people into meat-sleeves for your squad, only to have to 
cut scientists a cheque to work for you. A world where 
being bad never feels particularly good. By the point 
both Syndicate and Syndicate Wars had embedded 
themselves in gaming history and started dangling their 
most exciting toys on a string, Satellite Reign has long 
worn out its original warm welcome and lost all the 
momentum its structure demands. It's not a bad game, 
but nor is it ever more than the shell of a great one — 
it's crying out for a soul behind the screen that H 
both Syndicate fans and its own systems deserve. 


ТОР Frontal assaults rarely end 
well. Enemies will just keep on 
coming, and in most cases you 
need to escape with the loot. 
Shooting cameras out can make 
return trips easier, however. 

MAIN This Detective Mode vision 
shows how systems are wired up 
so you can shut down cameras, cut 
the power and open doors. In an 
odd quirk, if you power down a 
camera, enemies will still spawn if 


you then subsequently shoot it out. 


RIGHT It's very easy to tell when 
you're somewhere you shouldn't 
be. In a nice touch, if you're caught 
and don't resist, you're often just 
led out at gunpoint instead of shot 





ABOVE Each target offers different benefits. Raiding the City Surveillance 
Authority gives you more time to shut down cameras before enemy goons 
show up. Other joints offer money, prototype technologies and more 





PLAY 


Beyond Eyes 





epresenting blindness in a visual medium is quite 

the challenge, but Tiger & Squid has found an 

inventive and attractive way to do so. Rae, blinded 
in a childhood accident, steps out into a world of white 
that is steadily coloured in as she explores, thanks to a 
combination of memory, imagination and the feedback 
of other senses. Thus the area around her becomes an 
evolving, permanently incomplete piece of watercolour 
art that’s gradually painted into existence. Distant 
sounds — a chirruping bird, a creaking fairground ride — 
appear as pulsing orbs, fading in and out until Rae 
gets close enough for her mind’s eye to ‘see’ them. 

As Rae leaves the comforting surroundings of her 
garden and heads into the wider world to search for 
Nani, her missing cat, we see a smiling, inquisitive girl 
who’s keen not to let her impairment dent her curiosity. 
She lets out a quiet gasp when the path inclines and 
she realises she’s on a bridge; later, she gingerly crosses 
stepping stones with a combination of nervousness and 
evident delight. Naturally, her journey takes her into 
more perilous territory, and though she’s never under 
any serious threat, we sense her reluctance to press on. 
As her mood darkens, so too do the colours of her 
world, the ambient soundtrack growing more ominous 


Heightened senses may be able to compensate for a lost one, yet for its 
two-to-three-hour span, Beyond Eyes mostly explores improved hearing; 
Rae's sense of smell is considered, but factors only into a single fetchquest 
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Release Out now (PC, Xbox One), 
TBA (PS4) 





RAE OF SUNSHINE 

Rae's story is undernourished, 
but Beyond Eyes works harder 
to establish a mood. It uses 
music sparingly but intelligently, 
and most often communicates 
tone through Rae herself. 

She's an expressive, irresistibly 
cheerful girl, and it’s a delight to 
hear her giggling softly as she 
hears a frog hopping by. As 
such, her unease in the face of 
apparent threat is all the more 
palpable, and we're relieved on 
her behalf as we guide her to 
relative safety, if only so she can 
relax and be herself once more. 


as she instinctively hunches over, crossing her arms 
protectively over her chest. 

She isn't to know that a barking dog is tucked safely 
behind a fence, of course, and Beyond Eyes is at its most 
affecting when playing with the idea of her remaining 
senses being somewhat unreliable guides. One standout 
sequence sees a rainstorm curtail the visual cues to the 
immediate vicinity, evoking a tangible sensation of both 
disorientation and claustrophobia — the feeling of being 
trapped in a tiny part of a big world. It's a pity, then, 
that Beyond Eyes never quite explores or develops this 
concept as fully as you would hope. 

Something it achieves more successfully is the 
frustration of sensory impairment. Rae's movements 
are careful and her walking speed very slow. When 
progress involves making your way towards the source 
of a sound that's seemingly close by, but means tracing 
a circuitous route, we gain empathy for Rae's condition, 
but these sections will test the patience of even 
forgiving players. No doubt that's the point, but the 
sheer number of winding paths feels contrived, while 
occasional inconsistencies rankle: there's no good 
reason why some walls should appear from a distance, 
while others only reveal themselves on contact. By the 
time a touching coda sweetens the bitter taste of an 
abrupt ending, an emotive game has, like its lead, 
wandered down one cul-de-sac too many. 





inally, Enslaved has a rival for the title of prettiest 
post-apocalypse in videogames. Submerged’s 
flooded world conjures some striking imagery: a 
towering suspension bridge looms ominously on the 
horizon, while a collapsed Ferris wheel pokes up from 
the depths. You’d expect a certain dystopian beauty 
from a studio founded by former Irrational Games 
artists, and Rapture is an obvious influence even before 
you stumble across an overt reference in the form of 
an island named after BioShock’s antagonist. 
Elsewhere, the game takes its cues from the works 
of Thatgamecompany and Team Ico, borrowing more 
liberally but considerably less successfully. It’s a 
wordless tale of a young woman, Miku, who sails 
into this former metropolis seeking aid for her ailing 
younger brother, Taku. His stomach wound needs 
disinfecting and stitching, but first she must find 
food, water and a source of heat. Spying a supply 
drop on a nearby rooftop, she clambers up to retrieve 
its contents. Thus the structure for the remainder of 
the game is established. The process simply repeats 
nine times until Taku has everything he needs to 
survive. The background of the two siblings is steadily 
revealed in rudimentary pictographs after each mission, 


The game's performance could generously be described as inconsistent, 
with the framerate chugging particularly badly when you're racing rather 
than meandering toward your destination 


Submerged 


Publisher/developer Uppercut Games 
Format PC, PS4 (version tested), 

Xbox One 

Release Out now 





IN | 
Shadow Of The Colossus drew 
much of its narrative power 
from its rituals and the subtle 
differences each time Wander's 
routine began again. 
Submerged attempts to pull 
a similar trick, but merely 
exacerbates the structural 
repetition and the recycling 
of assets. The reason behind 
the siblings’ absconsion is 
predictable, likewise the 
question of whether the 
intentions of a gathering group 
of enigmatic observers are 
benevolent or otherwise. 


while optional collectables similarly tell the story of 
how the city came to ruin. 

With no form of guidance, Miku ostensibly has to 
rely on her telescope to scout distant items, though she 
can simply sail around until she happens across the 
next important building, signposted by clusters of red 
blooms flourishing at its base. With no sense of peril, 
the climbing is monotonous, even before the spotty 
controls add a note of irritation, while attempts to mask 
the tedium with atmospheric music and arty camera 
angles fall flat. Your boat is equally unsatisfying: its 
motor fails sporadically, and while finding upturned 
hulls allows you to trigger a turbo of sorts, that only 
makes controlling it even more unwieldy. 

Over time we grow to admire Miku's courage and 
selflessness, not least as her sacrifice begins to take a 
clear visual toll, but you wonder why she can't simply 
collect all she needs in one trip. And if her regular 
returns are enforced by Taku's worsening condition, 
why is she otherwise free to explore? There are fleeting 
moments of visual pleasure, but the sight of a majestic 
humpback whale breaching the water seems increasingly 
desperate when it resurfaces repeatedly, as if prodding 
you to feel something. A host of inchoate ideas served 
with a helping of self-importance, Submerged 
threatens to plumb the emotional depths, but E 
there's little of value beneath its surface. 
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PLAY 


Rocket League 





ho’d have imagined that cars in hats playing 

football would be the multiplayer hit of the 

summer? In truth, Rocket League’s success 
says as much about how PS4 owners in particular have 
been hungering for something new and sporty to play 
together with others as its own qualities. But that’s not 
to undermine the charms of this chaotic and moreish 
game, which comes closer than some would dare admit 
to evoking the sensation of learning a new sport than 
many more serious-minded simulations. 

Outwardly, it’s not much like the real thing. Teams 
of between one and four cars chase a large ball around a 
rectangular arena, leaping, boosting and rolling into it 
as they attempt to fire it into the opposition’s goal. 
Small nodes are spread across the pitch, refilling a turbo 
gauge, which allows the cars to reach the ball quicker 
and even take temporary flight in those moments when 
a double-jump isn’t enough to nod the ball goalward. 
At first, it’s like an infant-school match, or an ill- 

advised kickabout after closing time — indeed, after 
dozens of matches, sometimes it still plays out that 
way. And yet, with the help of some thorough tutorials, 
you'll gradually begin to better read the game and the 
ball’s trajectory, mastering the timing of your runs and 


Online games default to a three-on-three setup, though doubles matches 
are more consistently engaging. Four-on-four events, meanwhile, are 
regularly carnage, full of shunts and jostling as teams vie for possession 


Publisher/developer Psyonix 
Format PC, PS4 (version tested) 
Release Out now 





HAT TRICK 

Playing through a full season is 
the quickest way to unlock new 
wheels, decals, antennae, rocket 
trails and hats. The differences 
between these are cosmetic — 
though spraying money behind 
you can be a distraction — but 
that's not the case with a new 
body. In a game where your 
connection with the ball is 
crucial, the difference in height 
and surface area can have a big 
effect. In a van, you might have 
the edge while jumping, but 
the sports car's wider bonnet 
can afford you cleaner contact. 


leaps, knowing when to hang back and when to rush in. 
Rocket League teaches you how to head and to tackle 
better than any training drill in FIFA ever could. 

The controls borrow from the racing genre, yet 
there's tangible nuance in how you combine jumps, 
flips, rolls and dribbles; while you'll know how to play 
within seconds, the skill ceiling is remarkably high. Few 
players will assume permanent roles, even during four- 
on-four matches — such is the speed of the game that 
you can switch between centre-half and centre-forward 
in seconds. An overtime winner (there are no drawn 
games in Rocket League) is as likely the result of an 
unfortunate ricochet as the cap on a flowing team move, 
but both provoke similar feelings of unbridled elation. 

Though developer Psyonix has promised to patch in 
penalties for quitters, currently there's no punishment 
for those who’ll bail on a two-goal deficit with 90 
seconds remaining. It's a problem even before you 
consider the impotence of the bot replacements (and 
your AI teammates during the long singleplayer seasons 
are often more hindrance than help). Still, if Rocket 
League often feels like a sports game for people who 
don't really like sports games, that's no criticism, and 
while the compulsion for one more game is fierce 
enough that it is all too easy to experience early 
burnout, for some this will become an online 8 | 
obsession that lasts well into the winter months. 
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Half-Life 2 


How ће wordless Gordon Freeman 
became one of gaming's best raconteurs 





By Matt CLAPHAM 


Publisher Valve Developer In-house Format PC Release 2004 





efore Dunwall, there was 
City 17. Before The Last Of 
Us’s overrun sewer colony, 
there were Route Kanal’s 
resistance outposts. Before 
Elizabeth DeWitt came 
Alyx Vance, and before 
Andrew Ryan there was 
Wallace Breen. Thousands of words have 
been devoted already to explaining how 
great Half-Life 2 is to play, but that’s only a 
fraction of its legacy. It might read like 
hyperbole, but a great deal of what we know 
about effective videogame storytelling today 
was incubated in Valve’s 2004 opus. 

It wasn’t simply the first: System Shock’s 
SHODAN is the archetypal villain who 
harries you verbally while their minions 
do so physically. Thief: Deadly Shadows’ 
Shalebridge Cradle would pip Ravenholm to 
the Russian doll horror-game-within-a- 
game level. The reason Half-Life 2 set the 
bar for later games, however, was its internal 
consistency, an achievement even rarer than 
its superlative environmental fiction, which 
induced a state of deep immersion and 
emotional investment. There’s no mystery 
why the Internet still cries out for Half-Life 
3, even after a glut of post-apocalypses and 
rich videogame fictions: Half-Life 2’s world 
made us care what happens to it. 

Unlike Dr Freeman, however, the game 
does not emerge from years of stasis 
untouched by the passing of time. To play it 
today is to observe its relative sparseness, 
and the evidence of how parsimonious its 
developers had to be to pack in all the detail 
work they did. Great unbroken planes of 
textures are dominant in its outdoor 
segments, low-fidelity fuzz is apparent up 
close, and Nova Prospekt’s towers loom out 
of gloomy steel-grey fogging. Even if you 
install a texture mod, there’s no escaping 
that it is also, in a great many ways, Physics 
Demo: The Game. Even before Valve sees fit 
to bestow you with the game’s signature 
Gravity Gun, it has asked you to pause 
during a high-speed airboat chase to push a 
washing machine into a гатр-Ш па 
counterweight mechanism, and to free a 
skip’s worth of wooden junk from 
underwater imprisonment so you can make 
stepping stones. And that even Gordan 
Freeman’s frictionless glide while strafing 
and climbing ladders cannot puncture the 



















































skin of this fiction and pop the believability тт 
of this place says a hell of a lot. 

Part of what makes the storytelling so 
potent is restraint. Administrator Breen 
might have repopularised the device of 
handing the focal bad guy the tannoy 
microphone, but his ‘Breencast’ monologues 
run for a combined total of 16 minutes and 
address you indirectly for the most part, 
background noise unless you choose to tune 
in. There are no cutscenes to yank you out 
of character, and Valve resists wresting 
camera control from your hands to show 
you what's coming over the horizon. 
Similarly while there are instances where 
you're pinned in place like a butterfly on 
cork to observe key events in the plot — the 
teleportation disaster in Kleiner's lab, your 
restraint by Breen in the Citadel — you 
absorb this game's backstory and most of its 
message through simple observation. It's 
‘show, don’t tell’ taken to its interactive 
extreme, the game being so willing to 
reward you for prying that you want to hunt 
out its details for yourself. 


















































It begins the moment you step off 
the train into City 17. You walk from your 
carriage onto the central concourse as 
Breen's welcome message plays out on a 
screen installation. overhead, a symbolic 
elevation over his fellow man. This dispatch 
concludes with a half-truth: “It’s safer here.” 
o one need inform you that Breen's being 
weaselly with his language: it's evident in 
he cattle cages you pass through and 
he smattering of downtrodden humans 
filtering past the watchful lenses of Civil 
Protection in these echoing halls. Likewise, 
here's no sense in a cutscene to display the 
Combine's authoritarian grip on daily life 
when the designers can introduce you to 
his personally. Before you've tasted fresh 
air, an officer menacingly uses his stun 
stuck to knock a can off a bin and onto the 
floor. Later, you'll be harassed by alien 
zombies, antlions and shock troopers, but 
his is an exercise in humiliation: whether 
you submit to his will and place the can 
ack in the bin or not, there’s no mistaking 
he disregard for your dignity in the act. 
Already, we have Orwellian wordplay, a 
oady face to blame, and our occupying 
force. The Breencast focused on the 
Combine’s reproductive suppression field 








[5] 




























merely reinforces the extent to which we’ve 
С under the thumb of ‘our benefactors’ 
It would be a convenient fabrication to 
suggest that every texture from here on tells 
a story — yet clearly false, since ground and 
wall features are reused countless times — 

























but what the game does retain is that eye 
for mise-en-scéne and layering in critical 
detail without feeling any need to highlight 
it. Other games might put a glow around the 
picture frame of the Vance family in Black 
Mesa East, or give you a prompt to lock 
focus on the board of newspaper clippings 
in Kleiner’s lab that with just a few bold 
headlines fill in the Seven Hour War, Earth’s 
surrender, 
Administrator. Valve is aware that you 
probably came for the shooting, and is 
happy for you to to exercise your trigger 
finger as soon as possible. 





апа  Breen's elevation to 





RESISTANCE, 


It’s not just singing Vortigaunts or 
G-Man sightings you’ll miss out on here if 
you don’t keep a weather eye on your 
surroundings, though — you often won’t 
even be able to progress, so minimal is the 
signposting. And yet this enforced reliance 
on reading your environment only increases 
the opportunities for Valve to weave in 





between the lines its tale of a world being 
gleaned of human life and encroached on by 
alien forces. City 17 famously cements this 
losing battle in its clashing architecture, 
where sinister, faintly iridescent metallic 
appendages impose themselves оп 
distressed brick, but Highway 17 provides 
several perfect examples of the theme in its 
roadside structures. Observe the perfectly 
ordered kitchen with the kettle still on the 
hob, and the worn mattress upstairs. In a 





Freeman's HEV suit excuses his 


heroic resilience, but Half-Life 
2 humanises the good doctor 

by showing how dependent he 
is on others. Resistance troops 


arm, heal and even die for you nearby room is the poor soul who once 


WHEN YOU FIGHT ALONGSIDE THE 
THEY'RE MORE THAN 
MERE PUPPETS DANCING TO A SCRIPT 


owned this palace of earthly treasures, 
now a living nest of venomous headcrabs. 
The details are fuzzy, but the picture is 
clear: this was a man attempting to cling on 
to life on the frontier, who made a good go 
of it until the day our planet’s new 
ecosystem forced itself rapaciously upon 
him. You may see the same stoves, radios 
and bathtubs in a dozen different dwellings, 
but Half-Life 2's level designers somehow 
manage to make each domicile look lived in 
without stacks of assets to clutter about the 


Alyx Vance is easy to respect 
as a companion, but then so 
are all of Half-Life 2's guest 
partners. It helps that they 
can handle themselves іп а 
fight, even if Dog using cars 
as missiles is a very different 
interpretation of that than 
Father Grigori's Annabelle 


place, and they say as much with their 
arrangements of the mundane as the game 
does in its sequences of the fantastic. 

Similarly, you'll find your first crossbow 
on a grassy knoll overlooking a Combine 
outpost, near the mangled corpse of a 
resistance fighter. Again, care has been 
taken to tell a tale, even at the expense of 
the developer ensuring you will notice one 
of the game's most effective guns. And 
much like Metro's intertwined skeletons, 
these snapshots of fallen humanity subtly 
drive home the precarious grasp we have 
over our circumstances and fates. 

АП that is accomplished without a line 
of dialogue too. But while Half-Life 2 is for 
great tracts only fractionally more talkative 
than its mute locus, its script is as strewn 
with memorable lines (^We don't go to 
Ravenholm") as incidental detail, all layering 
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new nuances onto the fiction. With so little 
time to develop each character, the main 
reason it all holds together is their interplay, 
the writers happy to relegate Freeman to 
third or fourth wheel to sell a scene. Maybe 
it would be harder to buy short-range 
teleportation if Barney and Kleiner weren’t 
quibbling over the scientist’s pet headcrab; 
Cubbage's rocket-launcher briefing never 
seems made for you, though it undoubtedly 
is, because you're delivered to him mid- 
flow, and he asks you to wait while he 
addresses his troops. Many people are 
happened across in situ, the framing so 
rigorously thought out that while in one 
sense the world clearly revolves around you, 
it never feels like it would stop existing if 
you suddenly vanished for another 20 years. 

Finally, Half-Life 2 tells its tale through 
the one thing games do that other mediums 











predator. Even the Combine 
appear unable to fully 
control the colonisation of 
our home by alien fauna, 
though they are bleeding the 
planet of its resources and 
so may simply not care to try 


























can’t: interaction. When you fight alongside 
he resistance, they’re more than mere 
puppets dancing to a script, cowering 
behind sensible cover and making dynamic 
sprints to you to supply you with ammo, or 
patch you up. Sure, they don’t get a lot of 
lines, or much in the way of personality, but 
flow between them and the illusion of being 
borne aloft by the common man is 
watertight. Again, it’s letting actions do the 
alking, and creates a more robust illusion of 
humanity’s desperate fight than any number 
of off-camera references ever could. 








Half-Life 2 is the master mould for 
observational storytelling, and the games we 
most revere today for their narrative grace 
have learned its lessons well. Dishonored’s 





Dunwall shares its principal artists with 
City 17, so it’s little wonder that it too 
frames the transnatural with the humdrum, 
and imbues its skylines and tchotchkes with 
their own Hemmingway six-word tales. 
BioShock’s Rapture generally paints with a 
larger, more colourful brush, but knows the 
value of putting egos larger than the player’s 
in their ears, and of letting you happen upon 
an ecosystem in motion. The Last Of Us, 
meanwhile, absorbed the notion of showing 
you the impact of humanity’s waning grip 
over nature, rather than yammering on 
about it, and of finding human warmth in 
the interstitials between popping alien 
growths off heads. In Half-Life 2, we find all 
of these and more. Now all that remains is 
to find out how the story ends. 





EDGE 127 


HELPING YOU 


AUDIO TECHNICA MAKE THE MOST 
шем, OF LIFE ІМ TODAY’S 
high resolution audio CONNECTED WORLD 

















SAMSUNG JS9000 E 
Relax with the latest 
home entertainment 
” Жж” 
‹ Ai 
d 3 
/ 
- | + 
Е Ji Р 
m 
Tt 





4 = 


Е 


X, 





CARL ZEISS VR SONY XPERIA Z3 ۱ APPLE WATCH 
Embrace a new era of Putting you in control Your health and 
virtual reality gaming of your life and home fitness upgraded 


= И 


t5.com 


DISPATCHES 
PERSPECTIVE 


A 


JAMES LEACH 


Postcards From The Clipping Plane 


Conveniently ignoring the serious side of videogame development 


children a question: “What do you hate 

about videogames?” Only one gave the 
answer | expected — that they were too hard 
to play. And, to be fair, he had thumbs like 
big toes. The rest provided a range of answers 
far wider than | was expecting. Apparently 
kiddiwinkies this young are well aware of the 
shortcuts developers employ to make life 
easier. And visual repetition is noted with 
disapproval. Don't you dare use the same 
building twice in your sprawling cityscape, for 
they will know. And this goes times 50 for any 
barks or lines of dialogue that crop up. 
People, kids think, never say the same thing 
twice. And certainly not when you point a 
powerful laser at them. 

But what about how the little tykes feel 
when they're playing? It turns out that, from 
the small sample group | cornered and 
coerced into talking, games аге simply 
divided into fun and not fun. They're that 
mechanical about it. A character fleshed out to 
BAFTA-garnering levels doesn't get under their 
skin any more than a bouncing ball with two 
eyes. At 11, they understand that they're 
playing someone who displays feelings, 
frailties or other human traits, but this, at that 
age, is simply information they absorb with 
the knowledge that they're going to need it 
later to advance in the game. The real world 
is a complex place for these youngsters and 
they simply aren't equipped — or just don't 
want – to relate to an adult human character 
whose motives are not utterly clear and 
simple. If there are to be adult characters, they 
should be empty ciphers driven by one desire. 
This explains why superheroes are so popular, 
| suppose. Even if they do have depth, it's 
largely irrelevant or at least ignorable in the 
welter of action they immerse themselves in. 

As interesting as | found all this, my group 
of little friends effortlessly put a stop to my 
tedious adult questioning and decided to 
invent, on paper, a game they'd like to play. 
At this point | debated heading to the pub, but 
technically | was in charge of them so there 


Ro | asked a selection of 11-year-old 


Only one gave the answer I 
expected - that games аге too 
hard to play. And, to be foir, 
he had thumbs like big toes 


may have been repercussions. And I'm glad | 
stuck around. The first thing they did was think 
of a world. An alien planet with a big city on 
it was chosen. They named both the planet 
and the city Carl. Seriously. Yes, me neither. 
Carl was riddled by crime, carried out by 
а sub-race of rapid, socially advanced snails. 
The thinking here was that snails have few 
independently moving parts and are thus 
easier to reproduce on a screen. Already the 
gang were thinking like developers. There 
was, of course, a boss snail, but you'd only 
get to meet him at the end, and to defeat him 
you'd need a special weapon. | suggested 


salt, but this was met with disgust and flashes 
of anger. No, it had to be a laser. 

The player controlled a human who had 
been burgled by the snail clan, and, 
disappointed by the police response time and 
relatively low crime clear-up rate in Carl, had 
decided to turn vigilante and deal with the 
problem firsthand. Again, | asked about this 
character and what made him who he was. 
What was his background? How does he 
feel? What are his strengths and weaknesses? 
All this was shrugged off. Fair enough. 

Our hero finds weapons in a linear order, 
each more powerful than the previous one. 
First is a spanner, then an axe, then a sword 
and so on, until he commands a tank with the 
vital laser mounted on top. Importantly, each 
snail had to be unique and to have its own set 
of dialogue and death throes. | unwisely 
mentioned Mortal Kombat at this point but to 
my relief | was met with blank looks. What | 
learned, though, from this statistically 
meaningless but enjoyable 
exercise, was that kids love to experience, or 
indeed massacre, a wide range of different 
characters, but can't be bothered with any 
more than the one element that makes them 
unique. Some snails were slow and grumpy, 
others simply said amusing things at the point 
of their demise. Some burst, others slumped or 
slimed their way into the next life. There was 
an attempt to give them all names, but the 
enormity of this task soon defeated the crew, 
apart from Thumb Boy, who patiently listed 
everyone in his class, surnames and all. 

What can we learn from all this? Well, we 
now know why Minions are so popular. We 
also know that kids don't have searing insights 
into videogames which we've all hitherto now 
missed. But at 11, they prefer variety over 
depth. And, gratifyingly, they all want to play 
the good guy, even though things will get 
gory. And we know that we've got two 
definite preorders for any game featuring a 
huge boss snail called Miss Bennett-Parker. 


nevertheless 





James Leach is a BAFTA Award-winning freelance writer 
whose work features in games and on television and radio 
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